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    Ever since her friend Vivian mated a Veslor, Abby Thomas has been curious about the mysterious aliens. She also has a vested interest in making sure their newfound relationship with United Earth is a success, prompting her to take a job on a military vessel to ensure the Veslor grouping stationed there are treated fairly. It doesn’t hurt that they’re easy to look at. When one Veslor in particular catches her attention, she hopes he’s nothing like the humans she’s dated, who were only interested in her bank balance and connections. 
 
      
 
    Drak and his Veslor grouping quietly endured unfair treatment aboard Defcon Red…until a beautiful spitfire spoke up on their behalf, earning herself nemeses among the ship’s fleet. When those foes try to silence Abby, Drak makes it his mission to protect her. The harrowing experience quickly bringing them so close, Drak is determined to make Abby his mate…if her enemies don’t ruin his chance, permanently.  
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    By Laurann Dohner 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Did they even get any kind of training for this job?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d like to know that too. They’re aliens. What makes them qualified to work with us?” 
 
    “Brad, I’m not comfortable having Veslors around. I agree with the rest of the team. This is bullshit.” 
 
    Abby listened to the men on the tactical team talking quietly. She couldn’t have chosen a better time to see how Bradley Rogers would handle the situation. She kept still after stepping inside the room to avoid drawing attention, waiting for his response. 
 
    “We have to put up with them for now,” Rogers ground out. “That doesn’t mean we have to like it. I know I sure as hell don’t. It’s an insult that those aliens get to wear our uniforms. They’re fucking animals that walk on two legs.” 
 
    Abby clenched her teeth and held the sealed folder tighter. Her gaze darted to the far corner, where four Veslors sat. About a few hundred feet separated Rogers’s human team from the group of fighters. 
 
    Abby had learned a lot about the aliens who had once saved her life. Her friend Vivian had shared all kinds of facts about them—like how excellent their hearing could be. The Veslors had to have heard every word spoken against them. Not that it was obvious, since they looked unaware, seemingly busy cleaning their tactical blades. 
 
    She tried not to stare too hard at the Veslors. As far as aliens went, they were daunting at an average height of between six and a half to seven feet tall, with dense, muscular bodies and slightly animistic features. She liked their intensely exotic catlike eyes. Their very thin furred skin was a deep charcoal color. Humanoid in appearance from a distance, they had the ability to shift forms into fierce beasts.  
 
    The pointed ears were pretty cute. 
 
    “They think they’re hot shit,” Rogers went on. “I should send them down to the surface at night without working weapons. Let’s see how they’d do then.” 
 
    His seven-human team laughed along. 
 
    Abby advanced, furious. She’d made the surprise visit just to see how Bradley Rogers operated with his men. The two brief encounters that she’d already had with the team leader had made her dislike him. Worse, it wasn’t just Team One he was in charge of. He gave orders to the other tactical teams as well. He was probably spewing that same bullshit to them, too. 
 
    The first time they’d met was when he’d come to the office to meet with Defcon Red’s commander. He had flirted with her, thinking she was a mere clerk he might entice into his bed—before acting like a complete jackass when he realized exactly who she was.  
 
    He’d returned the following morning under the guise of wanting to apologize for his loss of temper. It had been the sorriest attempt ever. Instead, he’d made veiled insults about the events that had occurred on the Gorison Traveler.  
 
    She’d hoped he’d only be offensive when dealing with her.  
 
    Now she knew he was an asshole all the time. It wasn’t just women he looked down upon or rich people with connections. It was aliens, too. She loudly cleared her throat as she approached the team and stiffened her posture. It was easy to mask her emotions. 
 
    Rogers spun to face her and his upper lip curled in dislike, his gaze raking her from head to foot. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Commander Bills has sent you the latest reports from the planet,” she informed him, holding out the sealed folder. “I work for him now, remember? So in other words, I’m doing my job.” 
 
    He accepted the folder and brazenly stared at her breasts. Not that he could see much with her loose outfit. She knew it was just to show his contempt. He’d made his feelings clear that he didn’t like her…or how she’d helped tank the career of another jerk who Rogers admitted was one of his heroes. 
 
    “Delivered. You can get out of here. I’m sure Commander Bills has something for you to do.” 
 
    “Like suck his dick,” one of the team muttered. 
 
    She turned her head, finding the one who’d spoken. She lifted her gaze to give him a cold stare. “That’s not what I’m known for, Milts. I destroy careers by exposing assholes who don’t conform to fleet standards. That would include sexually harassing women. Saying crude things falls into that category.” 
 
    His smirk died and he glared back. He also appeared nervous, probably that she knew his name. 
 
    She wasn’t done. “Maybe I should suggest a refresher course for your team to the commander on proper conduct with women on fleet vessels?” 
 
    “Don’t threaten my men,” Rogers ordered. “We don’t want you anywhere near us.” 
 
    She fought back the urge to flip him off. Instead, she stepped closer. “You don’t give me orders, Rogers. I will give you some friendly advice, though.” 
 
    Rogers stepped closer, still glaring at her. 
 
    “The Veslors are here because United Earth requested a group of them to join your team. All those decision-makers who’re in control of your career path and paychecks would be furious if the Veslors requested to leave because they refuse to deal with your narrow-minded bullshit. I bet you’d get busted down to cleaning floors instead of being in charge of all the surface tactical teams. As a matter of fact, it could screw up the new trade treaty between our two races, enough that United Earth might decide to make an example out of you. 
 
    “Veslors have a vast supply of food, that they are now selling to some of the fleet-sanctioned stations. That makes them very important. They’re not just another bunch of stupid jerks wearing uniform. We already have plenty of those.” She took the time to make eye contact with every member of his team before meeting his gaze again. “Screw this up…you’ll find yourself ejected from the fleet and be lucky if you end up repairing sewer lines on some B-class station. Talk about a shit job.” 
 
    Rogers’s face turned red and his hands fisted at his sides, knuckles turning white. 
 
    “Also, if you’d taken your head out of your ass long enough to do some research, you’d know that Veslors don’t necessarily need weapons to kill…and if one of them dies, they frequently go into rages caused by grief. It’s typical in their culture to rip apart the one they hold responsible. Send them down to that planet without functioning weapons, and any of them who come back alive will hold you personally responsible. My money is on them coming back.” 
 
    Abby retreated a few steps, refusing to give him a chance to attack her from behind. “Oh, and by the way—they can hear you talking trash about them.” 
 
    Rogers blanched at her words and looked afraid for the first time. It served him right. 
 
    She turned her head, staring at the Veslors. All four of them were watching her, no longer focused on their task. She winked at them and then exited the training facility, a smile on her lips.  
 
    She made her way through the ship and entered Commander Bills’s offices, stepping inside his private one to let him know she’d returned. 
 
    He looked up from his desk. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “I delivered something for you.” 
 
    He sighed. “You should send a runner. That’s what they’re there for. We have two assigned to this office.” 
 
    “I like the exercise.” 
 
    Commander Howard Bills was a longtime friend of her parents, and he’d stood by her throughout the investigation of what had happened on the Gorison Traveler. He commanded Defcon Red, the fleet’s largest battle vessel. She appreciated that he hadn’t hesitated to hire her when she’d asked to become his personal assistant.  
 
    His last one had gotten a prime job offer she couldn’t resist. 
 
    A little guilt surfaced over that, but Abby pushed it back. After all, the woman had applied twice before to the Ribus Colony but had been rejected. It had been easy for Abby to ask a favor of another family friend. The previous civilian assistant was happy now, and Abby had her job. 
 
    He stood. “Let’s go have lunch.” 
 
    “I have to remind you that it’s only going to feed the rumor mill about us sleeping together. That’s the best reason they could think of for why you’d hire me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “A young, beautiful woman like you wanting an old bastard like me? I should be so lucky.” He rounded his desk. “Let them gossip. We know the truth. Besides, I like your company better than that of most of my office staff, and I hate to eat alone.” 
 
    She nodded, and they walked side by side out of his office.  
 
    He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “When are you going to fess up and tell me the real reason you’re here?” 
 
    She kept her gaze forward. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Howard kept quiet until they sat down in the officers’ dining hall, waiting for a server to come to them. “You’re incredibly intelligent, the pay cut you took is laughable, yet you asked to work for me on this vessel. You don’t even need a job, Abby. I know you already have an important one at D Corp. Don’t get me wrong. I’m lucky to have you working at my side. Now give it to me straight.” 
 
    She opened a cloth napkin, folding it over her lap, and stared at him. 
 
    “I’ve been patient and played your game. I even pretended to buy the excuse that you wanted off Earth for a while due to the media harassing you. You could have gone anywhere with the money and resources at your disposal, but you asked to be put here, on a battle vessel. Why, Abby?” 
 
    “The press were hounding me. All those reporters won’t stop demanding interviews. They started sending drones to my penthouse, hovering outside my windows just to get vids of me. Leaving Earth was a good thing. This is the highest-level security ship in the fleet. They wouldn’t dare come after me here.” 
 
    Howard sighed, watching her with a frown. “Abby, I’ve known you all your life. You’re like a niece to me. If you believe your parents don’t share stories about how troublesome you can be, think again. You’re up to something—and I want to know what it is. I’m old, but not a fool. My last assistant suddenly got a job offer from her dream colony. I couldn’t even obtain that for her with my connections, and I tried. She was sick of living on this space boat and I was tired of hearing her complain. Suddenly, out of the blue, they contacted her—and less than an hour later, you called to ask me to hire you. I immediately knew you were behind it. I trust you, Abby, but I wish you’d do the same with me. Whatever you’re up to, I’ve allowed it. Hell, I’m risking my career.” 
 
    She tapped her fingernail against the table. “Fine. It’s the Veslors.” 
 
    His expression tensed. “What about them? Do you know something that I don’t? I asked for them to be assigned here. Have you uncovered something, like maybe they aren’t trustworthy?” 
 
    “No. It’s not that.” She leaned forward. “The exact opposite, in fact. You know some of them saved my life.” 
 
    “I do.” He seemed to relax. “They boarded the Gorison Traveler to deal with the Ke’ters and helped you and your friend save lives.” 
 
    “I pushed hard for United Earth to give the Veslors a shot and talked my parents into pressing some business friends into supporting a trade alliance. I have both a professional and personal investment to see it all go smoothly. What I didn’t expect was some of them to be asked to fight for us or to live amongst humans.” 
 
    Howard relaxed more. “I see. You feel responsible for them being here.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You want to make sure everything goes well and, unlike the Ke’ters, our trust in them isn’t misplaced. You’re a sweet girl.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly it. I trust the Veslors. My friend Vivian is mated to one. I’ve learned a lot about them as a race. It’s us I don’t trust.” 
 
    Howard waved the approaching waiter off, motioning they needed a few more minutes. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I saw how some of the crew reacted on the Gorison Traveler when they found out the Veslors saved our asses. If we hadn’t let them leave before releasing most of the crew from lockdown, there probably would have been an ugly attack on them. Solely due to fear and alien prejudice, pure and simple. I just want to make sure no one gives the Veslors any shit while they’re here. They needed someone looking out for them. Who better than me? And it turns out I was right to come, too.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
     “Bradley Rogers doesn’t want them working with our people, and he’s going to do everything in his power to make them fail. I heard him threatening to send the Veslors down to the surface without working weapons. You shouldn’t have assigned the Veslors to him. He’s got a chip on his shoulder, and he’s an asshole about other races. Hell, he’s just an asshole, period.” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” he sighed. “He’s the best tactical team leader we have. You must have misheard him.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Members of Team One were complaining about the Veslors. It was the perfect time for Rogers to lecture them about acceptance. He didn’t. Instead, he began spouting off, calling them animals, and that’s when he made the threat about the weapons. He’s a jerk who can’t see the value of the extra team you’ve assigned to him simply because they’re aliens. I made sure he knows he’ll get into deep shit if anything happens to them…and I screwed with his head a little.” 
 
    He cocked one eyebrow. 
 
    “I may have misled him about how the Veslors react to the death of one of their own, and he may just believe they’d tear him into tiny pieces if he causes one of them to die by sabotaging their team. I also pointed out how important the Veslors are with their food supplies, that if he fucks with them, he’ll be lucky to work with sewage on some tiny station when he’s tossed out of the fleet. I’m hoping what I said keeps him in line.” 
 
    Howard chuckled. “You’re a hellion. I like that you don’t take any shit from anyone.” 
 
    “I deeply appreciate your trust by giving me this job.” She could never thank him enough. It was important to her that she look out for the Veslors. Howard was allowing her to do just that. 
 
    He seemed to know where her thoughts lie. “You and your friend saved a hell of a lot of lives by working with the Veslors. Anyone who followed the investigation should feel profuse gratitude that you took that risk. It paid off. You and Vivian Goss are heroes. Hiring you was easy, and hell, you’re so overqualified it’s not funny. Besides…your parents asked me to keep an eye on you by saying yes to your request.” He pointed a finger at her. “They knew you were up to something.” 
 
    “They’ve been worried about the stress I’ve been under ever since I destroyed Commander Alderson’s career, and the careers of those morons who followed him down that dark path he was on. He wanted to kill me, probably still does. I blocked him from destroying evidence when he would have lied about who was responsible for allowing the Ke’ters onboard, trying to shove the blame on the crew members who’d died and poor Vivian. I’m just sorry the fleet decided not to press criminal charges against him. He didn’t deserve leniency for his years of service. His forced retirement should be done in an eight-by-eight cell instead of the comfort of his home.” 
 
    “I agree. He should have done some prison time. He wasn’t only stupid for letting the Ke’ters on his ship, but he refused to take responsibility for his actions. I’m also aware some of the fleet aren’t kind to you after what happened. Alderson was well respected, but that respect was misplaced. 
 
    “I’ve been in the fleet for over twenty-eight years. I’m damn proud of everything you did while on the Gorison Traveler. You went above and beyond. Everyone who survived long enough for rescue to arrive is alive because of your actions, and those of Vivian Goss. The truth also came out because of you, under hellish circumstances.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them back. “Thank you.” She glanced around. “Where did the server disappear to? I don’t see him hovering over there anymore waiting for us to order.” 
 
    “He’s probably avoiding me since I complained about breakfast. Scrambled eggs shouldn’t have the same consistency as my coffee. That reminds me, request we get a new first-shift cook.” 
 
     She shook her head. “Stop being super picky. The cook was probably having a one-off this morning. Make that request next week if the food still sucks.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Assistants are supposed to blindly follow orders.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose at him. “I’m not really an assistant, though, am I? You shouldn’t have hired me.” 
 
    “You’ll keep me on my toes, Abby. I take it you’re going to keep me in the loop on what you’re doing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me. For that, I’ll give the cook another chance.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Drak sat with his males in the training room and held back a growl. The human team leader needed a good claw slashing. 
 
    Roth moved his leg, bumping his, and drew his attention. “Let it go,” he murmured. 
 
    “Rogers angers me.” 
 
    “What do you think of that female?” This from Gnaw. “She was something.” 
 
    Drak remembered her winking at them, and his amusement returned. “She put the human in his place and put him in fear of us. I wonder why?” 
 
    Roth shrugged. “Our human team leader wasn’t kind to her.” 
 
    “He’s not kind to any of us,” Maith added. “Remind me why we were sent here.” 
 
    “To make nice with the humans,” Roth stated, taking the time to make eye contact with each member of their grouping. “The new treaty between our planets is important.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why. They are a weaker race and their technology isn’t as good as ours. What are our people getting out of this deal?” Maith softly growled. 
 
    “Better trade negotiations,” Roth whispered. “They pay well for the food our people have been selling to their stations. Veslors profit. Humans also don’t cause the fleet as many problems, now that they aren’t going hungry.” 
 
    Maith snorted. “We’re fighters. I also don’t see why we are here.” 
 
    Drak silently agreed. Some of their race did grow and sell food to other races, but mostly, the Veslors were known as fierce fighters. They had a reputation for being strong allies and they were not the types to take over worlds. They defended the weaker species who lived near their solar system and were willing to battle for injustices. But United Earth seemed to be doing fine on handling their own conflicts. He couldn’t understand why they’d hired their grouping. 
 
    “We’ll do our time, help the humans with their colony problem, and leave when our help isn’t requested any longer. Our king will be grateful. He promised us our choice of unclaimed land once we’re done here. Our future will be secure when we grow old, and we’ll have our own territory.” Roth stood. “I have a feeling we’ll be sent to the planet again only too soon.” 
 
    Drak knew it was a generous offer from their king. Most Veslors had to purchase unclaimed land if they didn’t want to return to the original family grouping in which they had been raised. He definitely didn’t want to go back to where he’d been born and raised. No one in his grouping did. 
 
    None of their families had been understanding of their choice to become fighters, leaving their grouping, and the planet. The few visits they’d made to see blood relations hadn’t gone well. His own parents had tried to guilt him into growing food with them and the others. They said it was safer, and he was selfish to make them worry. 
 
    Drak wasn’t a farmer. He was a fighter.  
 
    “We already pulled an early shift and killed many Cadia today.” Gnaw grumbled his displeasure. “We should eat before they send us down to the planet.” 
 
    “We’ll fill our bellies,” Roth agreed. 
 
    Drak stood, not looking forward to taking on the creatures that were attacking the colonists on the planet. To kill them while they slept was easy, but night shifts were dangerous. That’s when the alien beasts were active. It was stupid that the humans had built a large settlement near where the flesh-eaters lived. It was apparent they hadn’t studied the biological aspects of their new world before trying to claim it…or they had drastically underestimated the threat.  
 
    The cafeteria was full of humans when their grouping entered. Conversations halted. Drak ignored their stares. They got in line, filled their trays with food, and sat together at a table far from the others. It wasn’t as if anyone ever asked them to join them for meals. Being different wasn’t a good thing on a ship full of humans. 
 
    They had just begun to eat when one of the human team members, Fritz, sauntered over. He held a drink in his hand and smirked, glaring at Roth. “Rogers is sending you down to the surface on third shift. Don’t be late.” He glanced around. “We’re all sure you can handle a solo shift, since you think you’re hot shit. You’re on your own.” 
 
    Drak wasn’t surprised. The human teams seemed lazy to him. 
 
    Roth gave a sharp nod, acknowledging the order. “Third shift. Understood. Is Tiggs our pilot?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Fritz took a sip of his drink and burped.  
 
    “Do we get functioning weapons?” Drak couldn’t resist asking. 
 
    The human’s face turned red, and he glared at him. “So that bitch was right. You could hear that far away. Rogers was just kidding. Nobody would mess with your weapons.” 
 
    Gnaw swallowed his food. “You call your females bitches? I thought only animals did that.” 
 
    “Like us,” Maith added. “Isn’t that what you call us? Animals?” 
 
    Roth gave a low warning growl, an order for his males to be quiet. He always tried to keep the peace.  
 
    “We normally don’t,” Fritz spat. “But Abby Thomas is a bitch. You don’t know anything about her. She helped another bitch forcibly take control of the Gorison Traveler. The only reason she’s not rotting in prison is because Commander Bills and a bunch of other high-ups wanted to either fuck her or kiss ass to D Corp. Her parents own it. Never trust that bitch.” 
 
    Drak knew the name of that vessel. It was the reason humans had signed a peace and trade treaty with his people. A Veslor trade ship had picked up a distress signal and gone to give aid. The Ke’ters had turned against the humans during flight and murdered some of them. 
 
    “Ke’ters, right?” Gnaw shook his head and made a sound of disgust. “Everyone knows they see other aliens as food. Your king was naïve to allow them on one of your vessels. It was Veslors who had to clean up that mess.” 
 
    “We don’t have a king,” Fritz snapped. “And what in the hell does that mean? You had to clean that mess up?” 
 
    Drak lifted his drink. “Veslors responded to the distress signal and exterminated your Ke’ter infestation. We all studied the details of that conflict before coming here.” 
 
    “Abby Thomas helped that other bitch use stolen codes to take control of the entire ship and kept all the crew locked in their quarters, otherwise our people would have killed them.” Fritz’s face turned even redder. “It’s half her fault we even needed help.” 
 
    Roth slowly stood. “The only reason so many humans still live is because they were protected and the Ke’ters couldn’t reach them. A human had locked down the entire ship, putting protective barriers between the crew and the enemy. You’re saying it was the female we saw earlier?” 
 
    Fritz looked unhealthy, with his face such a deep shade of red. The color traveled from his face down to his neck. It was fascinating to watch for Drak. Maybe the male would have a medical emergency. It wouldn’t be a great loss. The human was unpleasant. 
 
    “She was one of them. The Gorison Traveler’s security forces could have handled those fucking Ke’ters if they hadn’t been locked in their quarters. Injured people died since they couldn’t get medical help.” 
 
    Maith glanced at him. “Injured? Had the Ke’ters bitten them?” 
 
    Fritz glared at him. “Yes. The bitch and her friend should have gotten them medical aid. Instead, they may as well have fucking murdered them by trapping all the crew in their cabins.” 
 
    Maith snorted his contempt. “You should learn more about Ke’ters. I’m a medic, and I assure you, if they’d begun to feed on those humans, to kill them would be a mercy.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Fritz dropped his drink and lunged forward, his fists up. “I lost a good friend on that goddamn ship!” 
 
    Roth moved fast, getting between them. “Ke’ters tear open the bellies of their victims to reach internal organs they find the tastiest. They secrete a preservative fluid as they eat that will keep their victims breathing for hours to days, depending on the race.” 
 
    “It prevents them from bleeding out and puts their bodies into almost a stasis condition, except they aren’t sleeping…and they feel the pain,” Maith added. 
 
    “The process allows Ke’ters to come back to finish their meals hours or days later,” Roth informed the ignorant human. “They only eat what is alive. After the organs, they’ll begin eating skin next, saving the brain and heart for last. It’s a terrifying and agonizing way for their victims to die. Once they’ve started feeding, it’s already too late.” 
 
    “And your weapons are ineffective against the Ke’ters,” Gnaw added. 
 
    “That’s bullshit! If those bitches hadn’t locked up the crew, the injured could have been saved.” Fritz had drawn a crowd of humans with his shouting. “They’re murderers for doing that!” 
 
    Maith shook his head. “You’re talking about replacing missing organs and tissues with transplants, correct? Restoring what had been eaten? It wouldn’t work. The secretions from the Ke’ters make it impossible. Think of a slow-acting poison or genetic changer. With enough secretions, it’s just an agonizing slow death for the victim. If the Ke’ters have begun to feed, it’s too late to save a life. To kill them is a mercy. It would end the suffering of the victims.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” It was another human in a high-ranking outfit, judging by the amount of metals positioned over his jacket front. 
 
    “They’re defending what happened on the Gorison Traveler,” Fritz bellowed. 
 
    Roth gave a slight nod of his head to the human in charge. “We were explaining Ke’ters. Your race hasn’t been exposed to them for long, but ours has fought them for decades, ever since they began to attack us. They are a scourge against any race they encounter, looking for live food sources. He was accusing one of your females on this vessel of murdering the victims because they couldn’t receive immediate medical help. We were explaining that there is no way to reverse that damage if a victim has begun to be eaten by the Ke’ters. It’s already too late.” 
 
    The human with all the decorations grabbed Fritz by the arm. “Walk away now.” 
 
    Fritz turned redder in his face but spun, stomping toward the exit.  
 
    The human cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about that. I’m familiar with what happened on the Gorison Traveler, and we owe your people an enormous debt of gratitude. I’m Warren Dell. I won’t bother you with my rank and title, since I know you’re not familiar with it. But I hope that wasn’t an example of how you’re being treated on this ship?” 
 
    Roth, their peacekeeper, offered his hand. “I’m Roth, leader of this grouping. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Warren Dell nodded. “Come to me if you have any problems. We want our joint effort to be highly successful. Veslors are magnificent fighters. It’s an honor to have you on Defcon Red.” 
 
    Drak wanted to list his grievances to the human but remained silent. Roth was in charge, and he hadn’t shared how they were being treated, which spoke volumes. They weren’t going to complain. 
 
    The human walked away and they resumed eating. 
 
    “This is a bad job,” Maith muttered. “Humans hate us.” 
 
    “Not all humans are bad,” Roth reminded him. “That human who just left seemed nice enough. The female stuck up for us, too.” 
 
    “It would be more pleasant if the human teams we’ve been assigned to work with weren’t so resentful,” Drak had to point out.  
 
    Then Abby Thomas’s image entered Drak’s thoughts. He hadn’t thought humans were as attractive as Veslor females, since they appeared so helpless and fragile to him, but now that he knew the female had been responsible for the Gorison Traveler incident, it changed his opinion. 
 
    The information made her very appealing. She must be very brave. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Abby watched the feeds from the security screens. There wasn’t anywhere aboard Defcon Red that she wasn’t allowed. Howard had given her full clearance. She no longer had to hide her real motive for being onboard, and she had the commander’s permission to investigate to her heart’s content. He had joked that she could hack any system anyway but he didn’t want her to break any laws.  
 
    Anger burned as she saw the group of Veslors head toward a waiting transport shuttle. It was clear that it was being prepared for flight. A quick scan of a bar on level four showed Team One there, not in uniform. She reached up and tapped the com link in her ear. 
 
    Howard answered immediately. “What’s wrong, Abby?” 
 
    “I knew Rogers would pull some shit. Guess who’s about to be sent down to the surface without the human members of S.T.T.01? Rogers and his team are in a bar getting drunk. No other surface team is assembled in the flight bay to go with the Veslors.” 
 
    Silence greeted her for a long second. “You’re saying Rogers is sending our allies down alone at night? There’s not another team with them?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m in a control station watching the live feeds. The only human team member on the flight deck is the pilot. And he’ll drop them off and fly back to us. I’ve been assured we don’t risk those shuttles staying anywhere near a fight since it’s too costly if they get damaged. Rogers did give them weapons, at least. I just hope they work.” 
 
    “Goddamn it! I’m on my way to stop them.” He cut coms. 
 
    The control operator next to her turned his head from where he sat, his eyes wide. She stared back at him and shrugged. “If someone acts like a xenophobic pig, I’ll squeal on them. No hesitation.” 
 
    He faced forward again. She bit back a smile as she leaned toward him. “May I please have your seat for a moment?” 
 
    The operator paused but then slid his chair over. She accessed his station, pulling up internal communications, and connected a direct link to the flight-control room. Her fingers flew as she typed out an order to halt all shuttles from leaving until Commander Bills arrived. It was received and acknowledged. 
 
    Abby backed out of the system and then straightened. She turned her head, seeing the operator in the chair gaping at her. She winked.  
 
    “How did you do that? These systems aren’t supposed to be linked that way. We can only make verbal calls from this secure location. You just sent a message from the office of Commander Bills.” 
 
    “D Corp made and programmed most of your systems. I know how to link them. Thank you for your help.”  
 
    She turned, leaving the control station. The nearest lift was to her left. She briskly reached it and went to level two. No way did she want to miss the fireworks in person. 
 
    Dozens of the flight prep and repair teams were on the deck as she entered the large shuttle bay. They shot her odd glances but no one approached her to ask what she was doing there. It meant word had probably spread who she was. Some looks weren’t friendly. 
 
    Abby ignored them and walked to the small room that contained flight control. It was technically called a tower, even if it wasn’t one. 
 
    The guy seated at the desk looked up at her entry. “May I help you? This is a restricted area.” 
 
    “I’m Abby Thomas, personal assistant to Commander Bills. I’m authorized. Did you stop the shuttle about to take off?” 
 
    He gave a nod, not looking happy. “I contacted S.T.T.01. Rogers. It was his order they go down. He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    She hated the stupid titles given to fleet personnel. Bradley Rogers, AKA asshole, would arrive soon to find out why the shuttle had been grounded. 
 
    Loud footsteps sounded, and she moved out of the doorway, turning. Howard wore his fleet jacket over his upper body and had shoved on boots, but he wore sleeping pants that were bright red. She hid her smile as he entered. 
 
    “Where the hell is Rogers?” 
 
    The flight tower controller paled. “On his way, sir.” 
 
    Abby hesitated. “May I?” She looked at Howard and waved at the desk station that controlled the flight bay.  
 
    Howard hesitated. “What do you want to look for?” 
 
    “The flight logs and crew members aboard.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Call it a suspicion. You know I have good instincts.” 
 
    Howard sighed loudly and pointed at the tower controller. “Get your ass out of that seat.” 
 
    The control officer stood fast. Abby moved forward, dropped into his seat, and went to work. She pulled up all the shuttle logs for the past week, searched who had been on them, and noted the times.  
 
    “Sir,” the controller sounded nervous. “Is this even legal?” 
 
    “Abby works for me, and all the information on those damn computers is at my disposal. Are you questioning me?” 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    “The Veslors have been assigned thirteen trips to the surface over just the last seven days that I’m checking. This would have been number fourteen. That means they’ve been pulling double shifts every day,” Abby announced, feeling furious. She pulled up more information. “Tactical Team One only went with them on four surface trips. Teams four, six, and nine were with them the other times.” 
 
    She typed more and then stood. “I forward all the details to your personal data pad. Rogers has been working them on back-to-back shifts, hardly allowing them any down time to sleep or relax. They haven’t been given a single day off since they arrived last week.” 
 
    Howard looked ready to lose his shit. His face turned red.  
 
    Worry hit her as she approached him and touched his arm. “Breathe. Don’t have a heart attack on me.” 
 
    Howard glanced over her shoulder, and she turned to follow his gaze. 
 
    Bradley Rogers was out of uniform as he stormed toward the control tower. He saw Commander Bills and almost tripped over his own feet. He continued forward, though. “Is there a problem? I was notified a mission is stalled.” 
 
    “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    Abby flinched. Howard had lost his temper, alright. He got in the team leader’s face. “I trusted you with the Veslors. I informed you how important it was that this be a successful joint venture. You’re overworking them, and now you’re about to send them down to that planet without any support? At night?! That’s the most dangerous time, when two teams are always required to work together.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Rogers shook his head. “They’re lying if they complained.” 
 
    “Abby!” 
 
    It was a good thing she wasn’t one to shy away from confrontation or dealing with assholes as she moved out from behind Howard to glare at Rogers. Anger flashed in his eyes as their gazes locked. 
 
    She pulled in a deep breath. “You’ve sent the Veslors down to the planet thirteen times this week. Fourteen, if you count the aborted trip just now. Made them work with four different teams, and you just tried to send them down to the surface without any backup.” She paused. “You’ve been giving them two shifts every day, without any off days, since they were put under your command. I checked all the shuttle logs from the previous seven days and compared the crew list onboard with the times. You’re busted, Rogers.” 
 
    “You little bi—” 
 
    “Don’t!” Howard yelled.  
 
    Rogers snapped his mouth shut and glanced at the commander. His body stiffened and he locked his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Abby works for me. She’s my eyes and ears on Defcon Red. It’s her job to make sure my orders are being followed. You’re the one who isn’t doing what you’ve been told. What in the hell were you thinking? Answer,” Howard snapped. 
 
    “They asked for the extra shifts, sir.” 
 
    Abby rolled her eyes. “Right. Everyone loves being worked to the point of exhaustion while battling giant, deadly alien snake bugs. That will eventually get them killed. Sign me up for that shit…said no one ever. The Veslors aren’t idiots. I only see one of those, and you’re standing right in front of me, Rogers.” 
 
    Howard shot her a frown. “Abby.” 
 
    Maybe she’d gone too far, but she was angry. “I just can’t stand bullshit when I hear it. You’re a terrible liar, Rogers. It’s pathetic.” 
 
    Rogers lost his temper. “Like you’d know anything. You’re not even fleet!” 
 
    “Shut up,” Howard snapped. He turned to Abby. “Thank you for letting me know about this. I’ll handle it. Go to bed. You have been off duty for hours.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rogers muttered. “Go do what you do best. Get fucked.” 
 
    “Rogers,” Howard ground out. “That was out of line.” 
 
    Abby forced a smile. “Actually, you’re the one fucked right now. I’m just sorry I don’t know exactly how many fleet regulations you’ve broken by being a xenophobic asshole. I’m watching you, Rogers. Everything you do, I have eyes on. Think about that the next time you want to screw with our new allies. Two words to remember if you don’t stop your bullshit: sewer lines. That’s going to be your future.” 
 
    She moved out of the flight-control room and noticed that a large group of fleet crew members had assembled, watching the show. The four Veslors were there as well, studying her. 
 
    Abby lowered her gaze, picking up her pace, and headed across the deck toward the doors leading out of the shuttle bay. 
 
    She made it to the lift and found herself inside alone, fortunately. Her tense body relaxed. “Making friends,” she muttered. “Just like always.” 
 
    She exited on level seven and made it to her cabin, entering the lit room. She always kept the lights on. Her high heels were the first thing she kicked off as she bypassed her living area to head into her bedroom. She tugged out the ponytail band from her red hair and shook her head, entering the bathroom. 
 
    “Rogers isn’t going to let this go, but neither am I. It’s a good thing I decided to come. I got that asshole busted,” she said aloud, talking to herself. It was something she’d done most of her life. It was a byproduct of all the time she’d spent alone with computers instead of people. “It beats hiding inside my home on Earth and doing hourly sweeps for drone bugs trying to find new ways to spy on me.” 
 
    She quickly stripped out of her clothes and got into the shower, turning on the hot water. It felt good to just stand there with her eyes closed, letting the water pour over her skin, washing away the dirty feeling that came with every confrontation with Rogers. She finally forced herself to move, washing her body and hair. Then she put on a robe and entered her bedroom, grabbing her personal data pad to check messages. 
 
    A personal one immediately improved her mood, and she tapped on it. Vivian’s smiling face appeared. “Hey! You must be busy doing something fun since I had to leave a message. Give me a call back when you have some free time to chat.” Her friend paused as something crashed loudly in the background. Vivian leapt to her feet from the cushion she sat on. “No, Klad!” 
 
    Abby laughed as an alien panther cub suddenly landed on the cushion where Vivian had just been. The baby’s large golden eyes stared back at her. Vivian and Brassi’s son was adorable, and he was growing fast. No human child could get around like that after only a few months. 
 
    Vivian returned to the vid and sat down next to her son, grabbing him by the back of his scruff and pulling him onto her lap, her other hand stroking his head. “So much for that vase I liked. He’s learning how to leap. Nothing is safe from Klad. I’m just glad he’s got tougher skin in this form. Brassi never warned me how energetic our baby would be.” 
 
    Abby felt a little envy. Her friend looked so happy.  
 
    “Guess what? I’m pregnant again! We just found out.” Vivian chuckled. “And we were worried we wouldn’t be breed compatible at first. I wish you’d come visit me and meet your own Veslor. There’s five of them on this ship to pick from. I’ve created a whole lot of interest in humans from their guys, too. Who knows? You could find your own sexy alien who wants to bare his bod to you,” she grinned, reminding Abby of the Veslor males’ method of showing interest in a woman. Vivian leaned in closer to the camera. “Just be careful if one talks you into some kinky sex, or you’ll end up with one of these.” Vivian kissed her son’s head. “Call me back and we’ll talk! I miss you.” 
 
    The vid ended. The other messages were mostly business related from Melissa, Mel for short, her assistant on Earth, and one of her best friends. A tiny bit of guilt surfaced. Abby had dumped everything to go on this mission. Poor Mel had agreed to run her office on Earth, but there were certain aspects only Abby could handle. Some of their clients were dicks who demanded to deal directly with the daughter of the owners. Those got forwarded every day for Abby to personally respond to. 
 
    She lay down when she was done, staring at the ceiling, thinking about Vivian’s invitation. Once, she’d dreamed of getting married and having kids. Then reality had bitch-slapped her dreams. 
 
    Men didn’t date her because they liked a mouthy, opinionated woman. Nope. They were looking at her bank account and family connections.  
 
    Maybe she should take a vacation to visit the Veslor trade ship Vivian lived on once she made sure the fighter grouping onboard was treated right. Hot aliens wouldn’t know who her parents were, or how much money she was worth. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Drak kept replaying the scene he’d witnessed over and over in his mind as he lay on his bunk. The redheaded human female with the light green eyes had been fierce, fearless, and had given Rogers hell.  
 
    The bunk under him squeaked. “We’re supposed to sleep. Do that,” Gnaw grumbled. 
 
    “Apologies.” 
 
     “It’s the female with blood hair.” 
 
    Drak tensed. 
 
    “I stood next to you while we watched Rogers get into trouble, and I know she aroused you. My nose is too good. Your oil is something I don’t wish to smell.” 
 
    “Leave it alone.” 
 
    “The human way is to ask her if she wants you on top of her.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s right, Gnaw.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching the males and females on his vessel interact. The females smile and touch males. They in return touch and smile back. Then the male asks if the female wants to go to his cabin. That seems vague. Just ask if she wants you on top of her. Then you are sure she wants to copulate.” 
 
    “That is wrong,” Maith called across the room from his lower bunk. “You buy them a drink and then do that smiling thing. Add in light touching until the female asks you to go to her cabin.” 
 
    “We’re not copulating with human females,” Roth snarled. “Our king told us to make friends but to keep our rods inside our pants.” 
 
    Maith snorted. “Why did we leave home for this? Being insulted, no females to copulate with, and I have to share bunk space with all of you when you won’t let me sleep.” 
 
    “You should ask her to take you to her cabin,” Gnaw said after long moments of silence. “I refuse to sleep on the floor in the living space to give you our bunk room to copulate.” 
 
    “I’d be curious to watch them,” Maith mused. “Purely for learning purposes.” 
 
    “Silence,” Roth snapped. “There will be no copulating, and we certainly won’t be watching any of that happen, either.” 
 
    “I’d like to learn how to make them well oiled,” Gnaw admitted. “Some of the fighting females are attractive to me.” 
 
    “Never say oiled to a human,” Maith explained. “Do none of you read Vivian’s announcements to our kind about humans females? They just call it ‘getting wet’ when aroused. Oiled isn’t an attractive term to them.” 
 
    Drak frowned. “There are announcements, Maith?” 
 
    “Yes. Some of our males became interested in human females after that trader Brassi mated to a human, especially when news broke that she had birthed his cub. Their females are breed compatible with us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound possible,” Gnaw snorted. “Most of them are too small and look fragile.” 
 
    “You don’t keep up with the news from our world then. It’s happened,” Maith told him. “Brassi and the human have a male cub.” 
 
    “Bah! She must have been pregnant before meeting her male.” 
 
    “No, Roth. I saw images of the cub. He’s a Veslor. Vivian makes announcements for our males, since there is now an interest in females like her. She held a job smoothing relations between aliens and Earth before she mated. The female also probably wishes there were more of her kind with her, and probably shares information with our males to encourage them to mate humans.” 
 
    Drak felt even more drawn to the redheaded female, listening to Maith talk. She could breed him cubs if they mated. “Did this Vivian give details about how to get a female interested in copulating with us or how it was done?” 
 
    “No,” Roth cut in. “Don’t answer that, Maith. There will be no copulating with the females on this vessel. Their doctors harassed ours for medical information because of that very reason. They fear accidental pregnancies in their females. Our king ordered us to avoid copulating.” 
 
    The room they all shared grew quiet, but Drak still couldn’t sleep. The female, Abby Thomas, had stood up for his grouping. She’d also gotten the unpleasant male in charge of assigning them duties into trouble. The ship’s commander had yelled at Rogers and warned him that if he pulled stunts like that again, he’d bring him up on charges. 
 
    Why did the female care about his grouping? What was the reason she’d stood up for them twice? Drak wanted to find out. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “No way in hell.” 
 
    Abby adjusted the uncomfortable, thin-armored suit she’d acquired and frowned at Howard. “It’s my day off. This is how I’d like to spend it.” 
 
    Howard stood from behind his desk. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “I came here to look out for the Veslors. Reading the reports…well, I don’t trust them. Rogers is an asshat with a tendency to lie, and he’s the one writing them. What better way to find out exactly what the Veslors are being asked to do on the surface than to go with them this shift?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous, Abby.” 
 
    “You already said that. Notice this stiff rig of an outfit on me?” She used her knuckles to knock against the chest plate. “Armor. This is what the surface tactical teams wear. I also picked up the helmet and gloves. They’re waiting on my desk. I just wanted to let you know where I’ll be.” 
 
    “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you go down to the surface to fight those damn snake bugs. Your parents would never forgive me if I allowed anything to happen to you. Hell, I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    “Who said anything about fighting? I’m going to tag along to make sure the Veslors are being treated fairly while off this ship.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You already approved it. I’m officially on the mission as your observer.” 
 
    Howard gaped at her. 
 
    She smiled. “You know how good I am with these systems. Are you really surprised? It took me less than five minutes to contact everyone associated with this shift to add me, have a tactical suit sent to my cabin in my size, and it was a done deal. I leave in twenty minutes. We’re supposed to be down on the planet for six hours. I even made reservations for the two of us to share dinner later tonight. I’ll give you a full report in person.” 
 
    “Abby…” He scowled. 
 
    “I’ll be with the Veslors. I’m not worried, and you shouldn’t be, either. Hell, we’ll all be safer if I’m with them. Rogers and idiots like him wouldn’t dare do anything to sabotage them with me getting a front-row seat. Keywords: ‘your observer.’” 
 
    “Damn it, Abby. I don’t like this.” 
 
    “The attacks happen at night on the planet. I purposely chose to go with them during the day for that reason. I was being considerate of your feelings. The Veslors are going to hunt the Cadia down to take them out while they sleep. We haven’t lost anyone on the day shift. It’s the safest time for me to go. Those creatures are nocturnal.” 
 
    Howard softly muttered something. 
 
    “I’m not stupid, nor do I want to die. Between the armor I’m wearing and going with the Veslor grouping, it’ll be fine. I’ve seen them in action, remember? They kept Vivian alive on the Gorison Traveler. She refused to send them through the ship alone to handle the Ke’ters. They put her behind them to keep her safe, every time. They’ll do the same with me.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m even considering this. Your parents will never forgive me if anything were to happen to you. They’re like family to me. So are you.” 
 
    She beamed. “It’s already settled. I’m going. Thank you. I’m honored.” 
 
    “Our fleet tactical teams aren’t sent out to handle simple planetary problems. We get the difficult ones, and these damn monsters have killed over a hundred colonists and we’ve lost one of our men so far. That’s not counting the dozens who’ve had to be patched up in our medical bay. The Cadia are treacherous, Abby.” 
 
    “At night. Not during the day,” she reminded him. “I did my research.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. You better be safe, damn it.” 
 
    “I trust the Veslors to watch out for me. I’m not afraid.” 
 
    Howard arched his eyebrows. 
 
    “Veslors are highly protective of women. One will be assigned to my side. I’ll stay out of the way if they need to fight, and I’ll be completely safe.” 
 
    “That better be the case. Go before I change my mind. Just come back in one piece.” 
 
    “Promise. I’ll tell you all the details over dinner. We have a seven o’clock reservation in the officers’ lounge. I sent you a reminder.” She left his office, picked up the helmet and gloves off her desk, and attached them to her suit belt. Then she made her way down to where she’d meet with the Veslors and the shuttle taking them to the surface.  
 
    Defcon Red was nearly three times the size of the Gorison Traveler because it was a battleship. It had a massive shuttle bay area that held thirty transports. There were also smaller bays strategically placed around the ship for fighter drones. Defcon Red had also been built to be self-sufficient in case of war. There was a garden aboard that could grow enough food to sustain the more than two thousand fleet personnel and three hundred civilian workers, if supply shipments were ever blocked. Most of the civilian workers were assigned to food tasks or, like her, clerical work for high-ranking officers. 
 
     It had been tempting to visit one of the weapons vaults to get outfitted with a few, but Abby hadn’t been trained to use them. Instead, she would trust in the Veslors to keep her safe. 
 
    She entered the shuttle bay to find the usual hive of activity. The day shift had a lot more people working than the night one did. She avoided bumping into crew hurrying around to perform their duties and went to flight control. It was a different guy on the job today. He looked up and frowned. 
 
    “May I help you?” His gaze traveled down her body, and then he stood, reaching for the weapon strapped to his thigh. “I don’t know you.” 
 
    “I’m Abby Thomas, personal assistant to Commander Bills. I’m here to observe Tactical Team One and the Veslors today. Which shuttle are we going down on, and where exactly is it?” 
 
    He hesitated then sat. “I was warned.” His cleared his throat. “I mean, informed. Shuttle number six. You’re ten minutes early but the pilot is onboard, going over pre-flight procedures.” He pointed. “Far left, toward the external space doors. You can’t miss it. The numbers are painted on the sides.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She left flight control and headed that way. Each shuttle had a name but they were also numbered. She spotted the number six and headed toward it. None of Rogers’s team members were in sight. Nor were the Veslors. The ramp to the shuttle wasn’t guarded. She just walked up and into the passenger area. 
 
    Battle transports weren’t anywhere near as nice as passenger ones. She studied the stripped-down interior. No one had even tried to make them look particularly welcoming. Metal walls and beams, with some thickly wrapped electrical conduits showing. The seats had buckles but they weren’t grouped together along the walls. Instead, they were spaced a few feet apart in the center area, in rows.  
 
    Footsteps sounded behind her, and she turned. It was one of Rogers’s team members, Parker Tellis. She’d gone over the files of each man on the tactical team assigned to work with the Veslors. He was born on Earth, had no siblings, and had lost his parents as a teenager. Fleet had snapped him up before he’d even turned legal. It was probably because he’d been an orphan, with no one to intercede on his behalf. It was his responsibility to oversee weapons for the team. 
 
    He paused in the entrance, staring at her.  
 
    “Hello, Mr. Tellis. Forgive me for not using your fleet designation, but they’re too long. Please just call me Abby. I’m observing today.” 
 
    “I’m aware of who you are.” He glanced back before looking at her again. His expression wasn’t exactly friendly, but his tone wasn’t disparaging. “Rogers is pissed.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is.” 
 
    His lips curved a little at the corners but he masked that almost-smile fast. “He doesn’t like you much. Especially after you got him in hot water with the commander.” 
 
    “Well, he was breaking regulations by overworking the Veslors. Keeping Rogers happy isn’t my job, Mr. Trellis. It’s making sure orders from the commander are being followed.” 
 
    He gave a slight nod. “What he was doing wasn’t right. Even if the aliens are great fighters. I know what it’s like to be treated bad. I don’t got any problem with them.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” She looked away from him. “Where can I sit without someone yelling at me for being in their spot? Are the seats assigned? This is my first battle transport.” 
 
    “Seating isn’t assigned, but avoid the front row by the cockpit, and the row near the doors. Rogers always sits in the first row to be close to the pilot, and the Veslors like being near the doors. They’re always the last ones to board but the first ones out in case we’re jumping into a situation.” 
 
    “Situation?” 
 
    “A fight, Miss Thomas. They said they were trained that way.” 
 
    “Ah. Thanks for the clarification. Call me Abby, please.” 
 
    “It’s better for me if I don’t call you by your first name. I don’t need the grief from my team.” 
 
    Abby respected his honesty. She nodded and crossed the shuttle, taking a seat in the back, farthest from the open door. It might have been the armor suit she wore but the seats didn’t seem designed for comfort. The helmet attached to her belt didn’t help as she strapped herself in, and there were more seatbelts than normal, too. Not only were there straps to pull over her shoulders that locked into another that wrapped around her waist, there was a strap for her lower thighs, as well. 
 
    “Why this one?” She held up the long belt, gaining Tellis’s attention. 
 
    He paused checking out the weapons storage locker. “It’s to keep us from being thrown around if we’re flying into bad weather conditions or if we’re under fire. You’re not carrying touchy weapons, though. Your legs bucking won’t accidently set off a blaster or an explosive.” 
 
    “Thanks.” That was grim. She watched as Tellis checked the weapons stored on the vessel. He closed it and took a seat near the front, far from her.  
 
    Other tactical team members began to arrive. Rogers entered behind his team, met her gaze, and his mouth pressed into a tight line. He didn’t say a word though. Instead, he bypassed the passenger area and entered the cockpit, probably to check with the pilot or to avoid her altogether. 
 
    The Veslors boarded last. A few of them spotted her, immediately looking confused. She guessed Rogers hadn’t informed them that she’d be observing. It wasn’t a surprise. Rogers was an ass. One of them, a tall one with black hair and bright green eyes, held her gaze. He bypassed the seats by the door and walked toward her, taking a seat on her left. 
 
    “You’re Abby Thomas.” 
 
    She smiled brightly, glad to talk to one of the Veslors. “I am. And you’re Drak.” 
 
    He appeared surprised as he strapped into the seat, adjusting the many weapons on his body. “How did you know my name?” 
 
    “I looked at your files. There wasn’t much in them, though. I know you’re not mated, work as a mercenary for your planet, and your grouping came highly recommended. It also says you’ve fought and won many battles for your king. The person who wrote your file said you guys are the best of the best.” 
 
    “Mercenary?” He gave her his full attention, now that he was strapped in. “Isn’t that a paid killer?” 
 
    “It’s someone paid to do dangerous work, mostly.” 
 
    “We’re fighters.” 
 
    He didn’t like the term mercenary. She made a mental note. “Understood.” 
 
    His bright green eyes reminded her of emeralds, if said emeralds were cat-eye shaped. They were beautiful. His dark skin really made the color more spectacular. He had a handsome face, for an alien. It helped that they had a lot of features resembling humans.  
 
    His pointed ears intrigued her. So did the texture of his skin. From a distance, it looked somewhat like hers but up close, she could see a fine cover of tiny hairs. Her friend Vivian said it was fur and swore it felt like velvet to the touch. 
 
    She realized she was staring rudely and glanced away. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    Abby met his gaze again. “I’m observing for Commander Bills. He wanted to know what you guys do down on the surface.” 
 
    “We will be hunting Cadia while they sleep.” Drak reached up and tapped his nose. “They smell bad and are easier for us to find.” He dropped his gloved hand, only to lift it again immediately, tugging on the suit near his throat.  
 
    “You don’t like the suits? I noticed none of your grouping are wearing Veslor armor.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I heard you were on the Gorison Traveler.” 
 
    “I was. Your full body armor was tough-looking. Brassi and his grouping wore them while fighting the Ke’ters.” 
 
    “We weren’t allowed to bring our armor.” 
 
    She frowned. “But your suits are better than the ones we use.” 
 
    “Much better and stronger. Ours are more comfortable, too. Humans are smaller. These suits fit tight.” 
 
    Abby was confused. “United Earth wouldn’t allow you to bring your own armor? That’s stupid.” 
 
    “Our king didn’t. He felt it would be too tempting for your race, who might want to study them.” 
 
    That made more sense. It was also a reasonable concern. Abby could see why the decision had been made. The Veslors would be unwise to give away technology if they could sell it to make a profit. She also wouldn’t put it past someone from Earth to “borrow” their armor to see if they could scan it for replication. “Well, hopefully, our two races can make a bargain soon and we’ll be able to manufacture your suits.” 
 
    “Our armor isn’t for sale or trade.” 
 
    “Oh.” That surprised her. “But it’s better than what we have. I’m sure they’d meet whatever price you set.” 
 
    “We don’t know if we can trust your people yet.” 
 
    Abby let that stew in her head but didn’t take offense. “That’s probably a good idea. It’s not like humans have welcomed your kind with open arms.” She shot a glare toward the front as Rogers came out of the cockpit. She lowered her voice. “There are too many idiots like that one.”  
 
    He made a snorting noise.  
 
    She smiled at him, seeing amusement on his features.  
 
    “I sat with you to ask questions. May I?” 
 
    “Of course. Ask anything you like, Drak.” 
 
    “Why have you stuck up for us?” 
 
    “That’s easy. Veslors came to our rescue, and I got to spend hours watching them on the Gorison Traveler. One of my best friends is also mated to one. Vivian’s not the type to lie to me. I can see how much she loves Brassi and his grouping. Their cub is adorable, and they made me his godmother.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Godmother? It’s like a promise that if anything ever happens to them, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Klad safe. That’s their son’s name. I would, too. Even if it meant I had to move to one of your planets in the Veslor solar system to raise him. I just hope nothing ever happens to Vivian or Brassi. She’s pregnant again.” 
 
    “They are having another cub?” 
 
    She nodded. “They are.” 
 
    His gaze ran down her. “I find that difficult to believe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t want to upset you by speaking my thoughts.” 
 
    “I’m hard to offend, and I don’t get upset easily. Go for it.” 
 
    He licked his lips. She saw that his tongue was dark instead of pink. “It’s just…how we breed to gain a cub. It’s difficult to believe one of your females was willing to allow it once, but certainly not twice.” 
 
    She pondered his words. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    He looked away. “We should stop talking of this topic.” 
 
    She replayed what Vivian had said in her message. At the time, she hadn’t really thought about it, but now she did. “It’s something kinky.” 
 
    He looked back at her and his eyes narrowed. “Kinky?” 
 
    “Something considered not really normal.” She leaned in closer. “What is it?” 
 
    He glanced at her mouth before peering deeply into her eyes. His were gorgeous. He leaned in closer. “Can you keep a secret, Abby Thomas? We don’t like others to know too much about us. They could use that knowledge against us.” 
 
    “Yes. I swear on my life.” She meant it. “I don’t want any harm to come to Veslors. That’s why I’m here. I’m looking out for you guys. I owe your kind my life.” 
 
    He studied her, seeming to take that information in and mull it over for long seconds. Then his expression softened. “Our bodies must be shifted to become fertile,” he whispered, before sitting up straight, watching her reaction to his words. 
 
    She thought about them a moment before they sank in. 
 
    He meant in another form. That beast one she’d heard about—and seen, since Klad was actually more alien tiger than actual kid, and would remain so until he was old enough to learn how to shift. “Oh!” she breathed. 
 
    That amused glint returned to his eyes. He kept his voice low. “You human females must be braver than I believed. Even our females wouldn’t stay in this form to breed a cub. Yours have no choice.” 
 
    “Well,” she chuckled, amused. “Vivian is a brave woman. What about, um, this form you’re in? I take it you can’t make cubs that way?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Unmated Veslors copulate in this form, since we’re infertile. Only mated pairs have cubs. It’s considered wrong otherwise. It’s just how we are.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    The shuttle engines came online and the noise loud. They didn’t have sound dampeners in battle shuttles, either. Further conversation was out as they lifted off and left the platform. Within minutes, gravity disappeared as they exited Defcon Red to head toward the nearby planet’s surface. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Tobias was a beautiful planet. Abby could see why it had been chosen to become a colony. There were two suns instead of one, and four moons. The landscape was filled with yellows, reds, and vivid greens. It was breathtaking. The only drawback was the air felt heavier in her lungs than normal.  
 
    They exited the shuttle and she noticed Drak kept close. She remembered how the trading grouping had been protective of Vivian. One of them had kept at her side the entire time she’d been with them searching for Ke’ters. It was possible Drak would be the Veslor who’d look out for her. She hoped so, already liking him. 
 
    The shuttle dropped them miles from the gleaming silver buildings that made up the settlement. She could see it in the distance. They were in a hilly area with a lot of rocks and bushy vegetation. On Earth it would have been considered a desert.  
 
    The shuttle rose into the sky and disappeared. Once it was gone, it became eerily silent, with only the slight breeze to rattle the sparse, colorful plants. They sounded dry, like crunching leaves when they swayed. 
 
    “Put your helmet on,” Drak ordered, lifting his own over his head. 
 
    She released it from her belt. It was a hard shell that connected at the neck of the suit. One little twist locked it into place with a click over her head. “Is the air bad? I was told to wear this suit. Not one of the bulkier oxygenated ones.” 
 
    “You’ll breathe fine. Even if a windstorm strikes. There are gills on the side of the helmet to let in fresh air and they have filters to keep out the dust. You need to wear the helmet to protect your skin from the two suns. They are strong enough to cause uncomfortable burns.” He glanced down at her hands. 
 
    She raised them. “I put on the gloves as I got out of the shuttle. Everyone else was already wearing theirs.” 
 
    “Good. They’ll protect you from the suns and the unfriendly plants.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Some vegetation here will cut your skin if touched. They can detect any moisture, including blood, and try to access it. The stems will automatically attempt to suck it into the base of the plant.” 
 
    She glanced around again at the beauty of the landscape. “Got it. Pretty but don’t forget dangerous.” 
 
    “That’s the way with most planets. The better the beauty, the more dangerous the inhabitants. That would include both animals and vegetation.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t really know. I’ve had to visit a ton of colony planets but I never leave the settlements. I’m usually there to troubleshoot computer problems or update their operating systems. A shuttle will drop me off, I’m shown where I’ll sleep, and I work all my waking hours while there. That leaves me no time to explore beyond whatever building I’m in. Windows and view ports aren’t common in areas with computer systems. Then I’m picked up right after the job is completed.” 
 
    Rogers made a shrill whistling noise. She saw all the Veslors flinch. It made her glare at the team leader, figuring he knew it was tough on their sensitive ears. She cataloged that as the first mental complaint she logged on her mental list.  
 
    The asshat in question climbed up onto a huge rock and gripped a heavy-duty laser rifle. 
 
    “You all know the drill. Seek and destroy.” His gaze landed on Abby, and he grimaced. The masks over their faces were clear, leaving his features on display. “We have a guest today, so bubble wrap her. Milts and Peters, she’s yours. Make sure she doesn’t get hurt. We don’t need the grief.” 
 
    That news didn’t make Abby happy. Milts was the one who had insulted her before, and she wasn’t keen on the idea of being with the human team on the surface. She guessed that was probably the reason Rogers wanted her with them. To make her miserable. 
 
    Drak stepped closer. “I will protect the female.” 
 
    “That’s not your job, Veslor. I give the orders. Milts and Peters get babysitting duty. You use that nose of yours to find us some nests to blow to hell and back.” 
 
    One of the other Veslors stepped forward. It was the leader of the grouping, Roth. “Drak can do both. We’re protective of females. We’d feel better if she were with one of ours.” 
 
     “Commander Bills expected a Veslor to be assigned to me,” Abby informed Rogers. 
 
    He glared at her. “The commander isn’t here. I’m in charge. This isn’t a dating service or an opportunity for you to flirt,” Rogers snapped. “This is work.” He turned his attention back to Roth. “Just forget she’s got tits. You’re with the fleet now. It doesn’t matter what’s between our legs when we’re on duty. Milts and Peters have her. You do your job, or I’ll send you back to Defcon Red. Got it?” 
 
    A few of the Veslors snarled. 
 
    Abby had come to the surface to prevent trouble, not become the cause it. “It’s fine.” She made another mental complaint to bring up with the commander. Rogers had a shitty disposition, and he refused to listen to her. The latter was more of a personal gripe, of course.  
 
    Drak bent and unstrapped one of the smaller weapons from his thigh and turned to her, going to his knees at her side. She was stunned when he gently grasped her armored leg and wrapped the strap around her upper thigh, tightening it to conform to the groove there. 
 
    He stood, holding her gaze. “Use it if needed.” 
 
    She peered down. It was a small blaster. It looked almost like a gun in shape, if said gun were swollen. “I’ve never fired one before.” 
 
    “Aim and pull the trigger. Hit the area under the mouth on the Cadia. They breathe air, and it will stun them for a few seconds while they choke on blood from the blast.” He lowered his voice. “Shoot the mask if the threat is human. It won’t kill in these suits, but it will temporarily blind them when the face plate webs. Run after firing. Come directly to one of us. We won’t be far from you, regardless of what he orders.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The implications scared her. The Veslors didn’t trust the human team either. It’s not baseless paranoia if you aren’t the only one worried.  
 
    Abby was a firm believer in that saying. 
 
    “What in the hell are you doing?” Rogers stormed over, saw the weapon Drak had given her, and scowled. “No. I won’t have her shooting us.” 
 
    Drak turned on him, putting his body between her and the team leader. “She won’t have a reason to shoot you, will she? Are you implying you’re a threat to her?” 
 
    Rogers stepped back, looking furious. He glowered at Abby next. “You don’t pull that blaster from its holster. Got me?” 
 
    “I hear you loud and clear, Rogers.” 
 
    He spun away. “Let’s get this shit show on the road. Fall in. Veslors, get your noses busy!” 
 
    Drak hesitated, their gazes meeting. “I won’t be far.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He walked away with the other Veslors. Milts and Peters approached. They stood on either side of her.  
 
    “Walk,” Peters ordered. “I hope you won’t slow us down. We don’t wanna be left behind.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’m in pretty good shape, thank you very much.” The weight of the thin armor suit wasn’t bad, and she didn’t have a bunch of weapons or a supply pack strapped to her back the way the other team members did. The chunky boots were weighted. She was grateful for that when the ground under her crunched as they walked up a hill, making her slip a few times, but she managed not to fall on her ass. Neither of her escorts offered her a hand. It didn’t surprise her. 
 
    After a bit, she saw the Veslors remove their helmets, sniffing the air. They changed direction before putting their helmets back on. After a short distance, they repeated the process. It became clear that the helmets must mess with their sense of smell. 
 
    They found their first nest twenty minutes later. There was a small cave in the hillside that the Veslors pointed out. She noted that Rogers’s team stayed far back and allowed the Veslors to cross to the cave alone. Clearly, they were the ones expected to go inside to set explosive charges.  
 
    It irritated her, watching the humans chat and laugh while Drak and the others worked. She turned to Peters. “Do Cadia ever wake up if they hear sound?” 
 
    “Yeah, they do. Those beasts are meaner than fuck, too. You gotta go in all quiet while they’re sleeping, plant the devices real close, and then sneak out.” He paused. “Boom!” 
 
    She jumped at his loud shout. “What in the hell is wrong with you? You just said they can wake up, and yet you’re yelling?” 
 
    He grinned. “Our big friends can handle it if some beasties open their eyes.” 
 
    Milts cackled. “Yeah. One beast to another.” 
 
    “Fucking assholes,” she muttered, shooting dirty looks at them both. 
 
    “You’d know all about fucking, wouldn’t you?” Milts smirked. “How’s the commander in bed? You should try a real man sometime.” He leered at her. 
 
    She showed her disgust by curling her lip. “Hold your breath on that ever happening, Milts. Please. Your face will be as blue as your balls.” 
 
    He glared at her.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and turned away, watching the cave entrance on the hillside across from where she stood. In minutes, the Veslors came out and barely cleared the rocks around the entrance when she saw Rogers lift his pad.  
 
    “Duck for cover,” he bellowed. 
 
    She ducked when the men did. The other hillside exploded, sending debris flying and dust rising up from the small valley below.  
 
    Abby stood, looking down. There was too much dust at first to see the Veslors but when it cleared, she spotted them sprawled on their bellies. They had been too close to the blast and could have been seriously hurt. 
 
    Her temper flared hot. Rogers should have given the grouping more time to put distance between themselves and the blast. Her report at dinner wasn’t going to make Howard happy. That much she was sure of. 
 
    She trained her attention on the Veslors. They picked themselves off the ground where they’d been thrown. She could see the imprints of their bodies in the dirt. That meant they must have landed pretty hard. 
 
    “Fucking assholes,” she muttered.  
 
    “What’s that?” Peters stepped closer. 
 
    “You heard me.” She refused to look at him, instead watching the Veslors. They were moving fine, seemed unhurt, but she wondered about their sensitive ears.  
 
    The team moved out, an hour later finding another cave. It was a repeat of the first one. Rogers and his men stood around doing nothing while the Veslors were sent inside to plant bombs.  
 
    The process infuriated her. Now she regretted stopping Roth’s grouping from being sent down without a human team to assist. They were probably better off on their own. 
 
    She noticed Rogers playing with the pad, and it worried her. What if he blew the explosives while the Veslors were still planting them? He could call it an accident. 
 
    That was another thing she was going to ask Howard to change. The person holding the detonator should be someone else—like the Veslors planting the charges. 
 
    Rogers caught her watching him and lowered the pad. He said something to two of his men, and they glanced her way, but she wasn’t close enough to hear what was said. It was a sure bet it wasn’t something flattering or nice. 
 
    The Veslors finally came out, and the asshat blew the cave with them too close to it again.  
 
    That time she didn’t duck, watching the Veslors. The blast knocked them off their feet. That’s how they’d ended up leaving imprints in the ground. Dust poured out of the cave, obliterating her view of them. She seethed as small debris rained down on her. They were far enough away that the blast didn’t knock them over, but Abby still felt the shockwave hard enough to give her a good jolt. 
 
    She was going to have a lot to talk about with Howard. Her temper got the better of her and she marched over to Rogers. They had a good four more hours of the shift to get through. He laughed at something the man to his left whispered. 
 
    “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    He spun, looking surprised. “Excuse you?” 
 
    “Knock the shit off, Rogers. You wouldn’t blow those explosives with your men that close, and we both know it. Is this funny to you? Amusing? Their lives are in your hands, you ass. What is wrong with you?” 
 
    His face turned red from anger. “Don’t tell me how to do my job.” 
 
    “Your team goes in on the next cave. Not them.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Thomas. I’m in charge here.” 
 
    “That’s really sad then, since you’re being such a dick. What part of ‘treat the Veslors like you would your own team’ didn’t you understand? Those were the words in your orders. I should know—I read them. Are you telling me you’d blow those explosives with your team that close? Great. I’ll get to see that at the next cave.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” The voice was deeper than a human’s, and she turned, only to find Roth and his team hurried behind her. They’d approached faster than she’d expected. 
 
    “So many I’m losing count.” She glared at Rogers. “I’m here for Commander Bills. Eyes and ears, Rogers. Your team goes in next. You might be in charge, technically, but that won’t be for long if you don’t stop this bullshit. Do you get me?” 
 
    “You want to take over this mission?” Rogers seethed, spitting his words. 
 
    “I’d do a better job than you. At least I’m fair, and I don’t want anyone to get hurt. That’s two things I have over you.” 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” he spat. “Move out!” 
 
    She watched him storm off and tried to calm herself. Someone gently gripped her arm, and she looked over her shoulder. Drak was the one touching her. His grouping stood with him. 
 
    “What happened?” He looked concerned when he spoke. 
 
    “He’s blowing the explosives before you’re completely clear to amuse himself and his fucking team by making you suffer the blast wave. It’s wrong.” 
 
    “We’re tough.” Roth shrugged.  
 
    She held his golden-eyed stare. “That’s not the point. I bet it hurts your ears, at the very least.” 
 
    “It does,” Gnaw admitted. 
 
    “This shit is going to stop.” She glanced at them. “I’m sorry I prevented you guys from going down on a mission without another team. You were better off that way, weren’t you? Do the other teams treat you like this, too? Make you do all the work?” 
 
    Roth sighed. “We don’t complain.” 
 
    “You should,” she seethed. 
 
    “I said move out,” Rogers bellowed. “It’s not break time.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
     Drak worried about the female. Abby wasn’t one to keep her thoughts silent. When they located the next cave of Cadia, she confronted the human team leader, arguing with him. Drak appreciated her standing up for them but he didn’t like the way the human males were showing their anger toward her. It was making his grouping nervous, too. 
 
    “Your team,” Abby gritted out at Rogers. 
 
    “I’m in charge, not you, Thomas!” 
 
    “How about being fair? They found them. Your team can blow them up,” she countered. “Oh yeah, and whoever goes into the damn cave should have the detonator.” 
 
    “They’re going in, and I’m the one who detonates the charges. Don’t tell me how to run my teams.” 
 
    “Someone should! You’re incompetent.” 
 
    Drak lunged when Rogers took a threatening step toward Abby with his gloved hand fisted, as if were about to strike her. Roth tried to grab his arm but he dodged it.  
 
    He snarled loudly at the human team leader. That drew Rogers’s attention, and he took a step back. Drak gently took Abby’s arm and pulled her away.  
 
    “You’re a very aggressive female. It’s not the best time,” he softly reminded her. 
 
    “Veslors, get your asses in that cave,” Rogers shouted. 
 
    Abby tore out of his grip. “No! I’m putting my foot down.” She stomped her boot. “See that? Enough. You’re not sending them into another cave so you can blow them off their asses on their way out. Har-har. Real funny, asshole. Or not!” 
 
    “You’re a fucking civilian.” Rogers looked red in the face, was panting as if he were having a hard time breathing, and two of his males had grabbed hold of his arms. “You don’t get to tell me how to do my job! We’re blasting them fast to keep the Cadia from smelling the explosives and having time to get away.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Abby spat. 
 
    Roth got between them. “Everyone needs to calm.” He turned to Rogers. “She has a point. It’s time your team sets explosives. You can keep the detonator. We should be working together fairly. That’s only logical and reasonable.” 
 
    “Even an animal knows that,” Gnaw grumbled. 
 
    The aggression levels rose but Rogers seemed to get a handle on his temper. “Fine. Let’s just get this shit shift over with.” He ordered his team members into the cave. 
 
    Drak led Abby to a safer location. She looked upset. Her green eyes were flashing anger but they also seemed watery, as if she were about to shed tears. “We appreciate your support, but Rogers isn’t a good male to anger. He doesn’t have much control over his temper.” 
 
    “I refuse to just silently watch that happen again. It’s outrageous! Not saying anything equals being a party to their behavior. What if one of you gets hurt? I’d feel completely responsible because I allowed it happen. That’s not me, Drak. I see an injustice or someone about to get hurt, I will step in to make it stop. Even if I have to get in that asshat’s face to scream at him.” 
 
    “You’re a sweet female.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and then she surprised him by laughing. “I’m not. My assistant calls me a ball-busting bitch on a good day. Mel has worked for me since we graduated from school, and we grew up together. She knows me better than anyone.” 
 
    “What kind of balls do you bust and why?” 
 
    She laughed more. “Um, I think you call it a seed sac.” 
 
    He appeared horrified. 
 
    She grinned. “Not literally. It’s a human saying for someone who doesn’t put up with any ridiculousness. I’m used to being in charge. Well, mostly. I run teams for D Corp. If it needs to be installed or fixed, I’m in charge of all the people who make it happen. Sometimes I personally do jobs for important clients to represent my family.  
 
    “My parents are more into the creative side these days. They dream up what we want to produce next and handle the super-smart geniuses we have on staff. They build the systems and programs that make them run.” She turned her head, found Rogers, and scowled. “I’d fire his ass so fast it wouldn’t be funny. Then I’d send an honest reference to every decent company out there to spare them the hassle of finding out what an incompetent asshole he is. It would be doing them a favor. It’s called blackballing someone.” 
 
    “Blackballing? You humans use a lot of ball terms.” 
 
    She looked at him, amusement on her features. “I guess we do. Blackballing means telling them he’s a bad employee and can’t follow orders. No one would hire him.” 
 
    “That would make him an enemy.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we already are. That’s on him. He’s an asshole.” 
 
    “You need to be more careful.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’ve heard that before. It’s not really my style though. Call me spoiled, but I’m not used to holding back from saying what I’m thinking. I’m a Thomas. We’re loud and opinionated. I come by it honestly. My parents didn’t knock out all their major competitors and make their company number one in the business by being timid. The first lesson my dad taught me was to never back down from assholes. He encouraged me to stand up to him whenever I disagreed with something. Some of my fondest memories are arguments I’ve won.” She grinned. “And yes, I’m admitting my dad can be an ass.” 
 
    “I like that about you,” he admitted. Then he glanced at Rogers, who still appeared furious. “Be careful of that one.” 
 
    “I know. But he pisses me off because he’s so blatant with his bullshit. That makes him a mega moron. Those are the most dangerous kinds of men. He doesn’t even realize he’s an idiot. Guys like him never do.” 
 
    “Don’t confront him again. I’d feel responsible if he lost his temper and hit you. I don’t like to take unnecessary risks, but I’d do whatever it takes to keep you safe.” 
 
    She nodded. “I hear you. It sounds like we’re a lot alike.” 
 
    He wasn’t so sure of that, but Drak respected the female nonetheless. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    They reached a huge flat area with hundreds of holes in the ground. Each one looked large, about five feet in diameter. “What are those? Did the colony do drilling around here for mineral testing? Or looking for water?” 
 
    “Those are from the adult Cadia,” Peters informed her. 
 
    “They burrowed into the dirt?” She stared at the countless holes. They were everywhere she could see ahead of them. 
 
    “Out,” Milts grunted. “Scans of this area found a complex maze of tunnels from a massive cavern system deeper underground. It’s where those fuckers breed. They come up to the surface at night to hunt for food once they’re adults.” 
 
    She turned around, staring in the distance. The settlement could still be seen. It was probably about eight miles away. She could only see the highest points of some of the buildings with the suns glinting against them. “Shit. Didn’t the colonists realize how close they were to the Cadia breeding ground?” 
 
    “They probably didn’t give a shit.” 
 
    She looked at Milts. 
 
    He shrugged. “They aren’t dealing with these fucking things. We are.” He pointed. “See the bones over there?” 
 
    She followed his gloved finger. Near one of the holes, there were indeed bones. It looked like they had been part of some large animal. “What about them?” 
 
    “We figure these things hide in the holes at night, wait for prey to come close enough, and grab it. Ever seen the mouths on those ugly beasts? Big, and tons of teeth. They could eat an entire person in about four bites. They spit out the bones of their prey after devouring everything else.” 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    Peters added his opinion. “Plus, with all these holes, prey might fall in. I think they make so many on purpose to trap food.” 
 
    “They’re smart fuckers.” Milts shot her a smirk. “Be careful not to get too close to one of those holes. We sent drones down a few to see if we could blow up their breeding cavern. They dig at odd angles. Think of a twisting slide. That’s what every hole we checked turned out to be. They occasionally come to flat surface, like the things had lay down to rest a bit, but there’re mazes of tunnels that just take you deeper and deeper on those slides. 
 
    “They’re too steep to easily climb, and the ones we checked were five to six hundred feet deep in total. The drone signal range quit before we reached their lowest caverns, thanks to the density of the dirt and rocks. All three drones were lost. We’re not sure if the Cadia destroyed them or they quit working when the controller couldn’t send a signal through that much dirt to fly them anymore. You fall down one, you aren’t getting back out.” 
 
    “Noted,” she muttered. No way was she getting near one of those holes. “Do the Cadia ever come up when the sun is out? Do you think any are lurking in those holes right now, waiting to grab one of us?” 
 
    Amusement showed in Milts’s eyes. “Maybe.” 
 
    Peters chuckled.  
 
    Abby rolled her eyes. She figured they were purposely trying to make her afraid. “I’ll take that for a no. Why are we here?” 
 
    “We drop all our remaining bombs down these holes at the end of our shifts. It’s never going to reach the deepest part of the cavern system where they breed, but it collapses some of the tunnels they use to get closer to the settlement. I’m sure we sometimes kill a few of them, too.” 
 
    “What about the caves we already blew up?” 
 
    “The ugly bastards come up from these holes and use the caves for day shelter closer to their food source, to make it easier for them to attack at night.” Milts jerked his head toward the settlement. “People must taste good to them. They keep heading that way and forcing us to kill them. The teams we send down here at night stay on top of the walls they put around the city, in case any try to break through the gates. It happens but it takes time. Our teams get to open fire on the fuckers.” 
 
    A horrible thought struck. “What’s to keep the Cadia from coming up under the settlement if they can dig below the surface?” 
 
    “The planners thought of that when they constructed the settlement. They reinforced all the pavement it sits on to make it impossible for the ugly beasts to break through. They shouldn’t have built there at all. Cadia live in the desert. A few hundred miles west would have put the settlement by the coastline and in a different terrain.” 
 
    “Then we’d be battling sea monsters,” Peters muttered. “They got those here, too. The Cadia are tamer than the killer giant squid things. They live in the water but come up onto land—and they think we’re great food, too. It was in our debriefing package when we first arrived. The colonists lost a group of twelve explorers camping on a beach. There were no survivors but they captured footage of what happened. It was disgusting. The sea monsters like to grab their prey, squeeze until it’s crushed into a pulpy mess, and then eat the goop that’s left.” 
 
    Abby looked around her at the beauty of the planet, and suddenly, it lost its appeal. Drak’s words came back to her. The better the beauty, the more dangerous the inhabitants are. “Fantastic.” 
 
    The Veslors drew her attention. They were spread out, helmets removed, going near each of the holes and crouching. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Sniffing to see which ones have recently been used. Those are the ones we’ll blow up today before leaving. It’s the best chance of killing more of them if they’re close to the surface. From past explosions we’ve set off, a lot of these holes lead to nowhere since they collapsed underground.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She was grateful that Peters was being decent enough to answer her questions.  
 
    The Veslors wrote big “X” marks in the dirt near some of the holes, moving systematically to check each one. Abby took a seat on a rock. The suit didn’t have a cooling system and the two suns were making her hot. There was also no shade in the large open space. Her babysitters stayed close until Rogers whistled loudly.  
 
    “Let’s drop the charges. I think we’ve got enough targets.” 
 
    “Stay here,” Milts ordered. 
 
    “Sure.” Abby wouldn’t be any help with that kind of work.  
 
    They left her alone. She watched them open their backpacks and remove grenade-like devices. The team tossed them down the marked holes.  
 
    One of the team members approached her after a good ten minutes. It was Tellis.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m out of bombs. I gave most of mine to the Veslors for the caves.” He stopped about five feet away and gave her his back, watching the two teams. “Be careful, Miss Thomas.” 
 
    She stiffened. No one else was near them. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ve pissed off Rogers big time.” He paused. “He’s going to cause trouble for you.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Thanks for the warning, though.” 
 
    He remained quiet for a full minute. “Older men like the commander have a lot of pride. They don’t take kindly when they feel someone has made a fool out of them.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say. Just spit out what you really mean.” 
 
    “I don’t want you blindsided. Jealousy can be an ugly thing. Rogers ordered us to complain in our reports that you were hitting on us today. He figures the old man will send you packing for embarrassing him by letting it be known he isn’t keeping you happy in bed. You know what I mean?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It won’t work. I’m not sleeping with the commander. He was one of the groomsmen when my parents got married, for God’s sake. Howard is like an uncle to me. I’ve known him my entire life.” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “For real?” 
 
    “For real.”  
 
    He faced away again. “Shit. Rogers is determined to get you sent packing.” 
 
    Abby just laughed. 
 
    Tellis turned his body her way. “You think it’s funny that we’ve been ordered to say that shit?” 
 
    “I do. So will Howard. He’s been to tons of social functions with my family over the years.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    She stood from the rock. “My family is worth billions. Everyone on Earth knows that. I hate social events because it’s like open season on me. Every guy with a love for money, or who thinks he can use my family connections to advance himself in some way, hits on me. My family, including Howard, enjoys the hell out of watching me dodge them. I don’t even date anymore, and I haven’t for years. My last boyfriend tried to take me for a few million. I learned it’s not worth the hassle to waste my time on anyone. The commander knows all of that.” 
 
    Now Tellis gawked at her. 
 
    “So, Rogers saying I hit on all the members of your team? Funny as shit. Remember the lead male star in Galaxy War? Everyone has seen that vid.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “My last ex. No offense to you or your team, but Tony is hot as hell. He spent a fortune on plastic surgeons and had two personal trainers living with him around the clock. He’s also a douchebag who thought he deserved two million for the four months we were together. If anyone should have been paid, it would have been me for putting up with his shitty personality and his rotten bedroom skills. That’s what being lonely enough to try a relationship again got me. Lesson learned.” 
 
    Tellis continued to stare at her with his mouth partially open. 
 
    “Let Rogers say whatever he wants. Write your report to accuse me of sexual harassment. You’re cute, Tellis. You can even quote me on that. But you’re not my type. That part you can leave out to avoid getting into trouble with Rogers and your team. And like I said…thanks for the warning, though.” 
 
    He nodded and gave her his back once again. “They’re almost done.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going to need a shower, and I’m hungry. Don’t you guys take meal breaks down here or was that another Rogers stunt by making me starve?” 
 
    “We don’t carry food. It attracts the Cadia.” 
 
    She swiftly touched her suit. “Shit. Not sealed stuff though, right?” 
 
    He turned, frowning. “Why?” 
 
    “I kind of packed some energy bars and water packs. I never leave home without a snack. Life motto. Not to mention, I wasn’t sure if anyone would remember to bring a meal for me.” 
 
    “You have food?” 
 
    She startled, turning to see that Rogers had approached without her hearing him. He moved super quiet on the crunchy ground. “Sealed packs. Not many.” 
 
    “Goddamn civilians. This is why you shouldn’t be here, Thomas.” 
 
    “Well, I’m still alive, and the Cadia are sleeping.” 
 
    “Fucking women,” Rogers spat. He pulled out the pad and glanced around. “Time to blow these tunnels. Hadder? Signal for a pickup!” 
 
    One of the men in the distance pulled out a portable communications device. “Yes, sir. On it.” 
 
    “Let’s get past this area to the other side,” Rogers shouted, walking off. 
 
    The teams began to move farther away from the settlement. Tellis stayed close but Milts and Peters flanked her. They all had to dodge holes in the ground.  
 
    “Why aren’t we returning to the hilly area where we came from?” It made more sense to her than walking deeper into the vast flat area with hundreds of holes. 
 
    “Always fucking questions,” Milts muttered. “She never shuts up.” 
 
    “The wind,” Tellis answered. “When we blow the holes, it’s going to cause a large dust cloud. We’re going upwind to make certain the shuttle has an easier time of spotting us once the initial dust settles. They’ll be here in about ten minutes. We’ll need to walk for at least five of that to get out of the area. There’s also a risk that when the explosions happen, the entire ground area around them might cave in. It’s happened once before. The shuttle will hover feet from the ground since it’s too heavy to risk landing this close to all those tunnels, and we’ll climb aboard.” 
 
    “Got it. Thank you.” She’d forgotten that there were mazes of tunnels under her feet. Her respect for what the tactical teams did rose. Just not for Rogers. He made the Veslors do his team’s dirty work.  
 
    She turned her head, spotting each of the Veslor grouping. Drak was about twenty feet behind her. Their gazes met but she faced forward fast, not wanting to trip or fall into a hole. 
 
    She mentally went over everything she planned to talk to Howard about at dinner. Things needed to change. The Veslors would be safer without another human team. That left other problems, though. Like if the pilot “accidently” didn’t get their pickup signal, and they were stranded on the surface overnight. Then again, she’d make damn sure that wouldn’t happen. She’d just follow their shifts, make certain they returned on time, or there’d be hell to pay. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Rogers yelled. He stopped walking and turned. “The shuttle should be breaking orbit by now. Stand your ground.” 
 
    She didn’t know what that meant but a quick glance at the three men nearest her, Tellis, Milts, and Peters, proved they were bracing their legs. For what, she wasn’t sure, but she planted her boots a good foot apart the way they did and kind of hunched a little to mimic their odd stances. 
 
    Rogers pulled the detonator pad from one of the many pouches attached to his suit and tapped at it, probably bringing all the explosives online. She wondered if there was ever a signal problem to reach the devices underground, but so far, she hadn’t seen that issue. Weapons weren’t her thing since D Corp didn’t manufacture them.  
 
    “Brace!” 
 
    That was the only warning she got, shouted from Rogers, before there was a loud boom.  
 
    The ground under her jolted violently. Motion out of the corner of her eye had Abby turning her head. Dust and debris flew from the ground where the bombs had gone off. It rose in height, spread, and rolled their way. 
 
    A wall of hazy dust hit, surrounding them. 
 
    Someone to her left grabbed her arm all of a sudden and shoved her. She stumbled, trying to stay upright. She saw a form come at her and someone else grabbed her other arm. She looked up, pretty sure it was Tellis. He had her by the wrist. 
 
    A sharp pain hit her hip, what felt like a boot kicking her, and Abby went flying.  
 
    The grip on her wrist tightened, then Tellis was falling with her. 
 
    Only they didn’t hit the ground right away. 
 
    Instead they fell for a few terrifying seconds, then slammed into something hard, and slid. Darkness blinded her. The grip on her wrist was torn away. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    That was Tellis shouting. She slammed into him, then they were sliding again. Her body bounced around, sometimes hitting something hard, but she knew Tellis was with her. His grunts matched hers. 
 
    It finally ended. She came to a halt on her side. Darkness surrounded her; she couldn’t see anything. 
 
    She had to take a few breaths before she could speak. “What happened?” 
 
    “Those fuckers shoved you into a hole! I tried to grab you to stop it. Peters pushed me. They sent us both down.” 
 
    Tellis’s words penetrated…and then understanding dawned. “Oh shit. We’re in the tunnels.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tellis lowered his voice. “They’ve killed us both.” 
 
    “We need to climb out.” 
 
    The silence ticked by. “We aren’t going to get out of here.” 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Drak stood still until the dust started to settle and he could see better as the light breeze blew it away. When they collapsed tunnels, it always sent a lot of debris into the air. He checked his grouping. All of them seemed fine. His gaze went to the area they’d blown in the distance. The ground had collapsed in a few sections and the holes they’d targeted were now much larger. 
 
    “I hate that,” Gnaw growled. “My ears hurt, and I don’t care if they say there are filters in these helmets. I taste dirt.” 
 
    “We’ll be back on Defcon Red soon to take showers.” Roth brushed off his helmet face plate to clear the dirt. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” 
 
    Drak turned toward the human team at Rogers’s shout. He instantly searched for Abby…but didn’t see her. Drak moved before giving it thought, rushing toward where he’d last seen the female. Milts and Peters stood without her now. 
 
    “Where is the female?” Drak got to them first. 
 
    Milts pointed to a hole. “The dumb bitch stumbled when the dust came! It was like she didn’t see the hole.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peters nodded. “Poor fucking Tellis tried to grab her to stop her from falling but she pulled him in with her. They were both gone before we could react.” 
 
    “Goddamn it!” Rogers bellowed, walking over to stare into the hole. “Fuck! The commander is going to have our asses.” He spun, glaring at Milts.  
 
    Milts took a step back. “Total accident, sir. She stumbled right into the fucking hole! There’s nothing we could have done. It happened too fast and the dust blinded us for seconds. Tellis tried to stop her but she took his dumb ass with her.” 
 
    Drak shoved Milts out of the way and looked at the ground. There were some scuff marks near the hole. The dust settling had made reading exactly what had happened difficult. He didn’t know if they were telling the truth or not but Abby and Tellis were gone.  
 
    He peered into the hole next. About six feet down, he saw the slant in the tunnel, the normally smooth dirt there had been disturbed as if weight had landed hard, but there was no sign of either human. 
 
    “Get out of the way. I’ll yell down to see if they somehow didn’t fall far.” 
 
    Drak rose up and got in Rogers’s face. “You won’t be yelling anything. It will summon any of the Cadia if they are near.” 
 
    Roth, Maith and Gnaw rushed forward, circling the hole and crouching. “Quiet,” Roth ordered. 
 
    Only the wind blew, making a soft rustling on the ground. Minutes passed. There weren’t any sounds coming from the hole. 
 
    Abby might not know not to yell out, but Tellis would be aware of the danger of making noises. Drak didn’t know if that was a good thing or bad. What if they were too hurt to attempt to climb? Dead? Or they could have slid very deep into the ground. 
 
    “Shit,” Rogers muttered. “I see the shuttle in the sky.” 
 
    Drak looked up, spotting it too. A slight sound came to him within seconds, the engines from the transport. “We must send down a rescue team.” 
 
    Rogers shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Night is going to fall soon and this is where those ugly bastards come up hunting. The best we can do is come back at first light and send down a drone to see if they’re alive.” 
 
    “That’ll be a waste of time. They’ll be eaten soon.” 
 
    Drak snarled at Milts, not liking what the male said. 
 
    The human raised his hands and took a step back. “You know those fucking Cadia were awakened with the blasts we just set off. They’ll be digging and crawling all over down there. No way will Tellis or Thomas survive, if the fall didn’t kill them already. Either way, we’re all aware of how deep these fucking tunnels go and how twisted they are. They would have been like pinballs bouncing off rocks and shit all the way down to wherever they landed. Best scenario, they hit a section that will collapse. They’ll be buried and crushed instead of eaten alive.” 
 
    Drak didn’t like what he heard. 
 
    “We’ll send a team down at first light with a drone to search.” Rogers shot another glare at Milts. “The fucking commander isn’t going to like that we lost his piece of ass. Fuck. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I didn’t do shit,” Milts denied. “Ask Peters. Hell, Tellis was one of ours. He’s lost too.” 
 
    Drak looked at Roth. “I’m going after her.” 
 
    “No, you are fucking not!” 
 
    He ignored Rogers.  
 
    Roth hesitated. “It’s too dangerous. They could have fallen so deep that they reached the breeding cavern. The Cadia would have attacked already. The sound of the explosives had to have woken them all. The humans would have stood no chance of fighting them off. We’re not even sure of the air quality that deep.” 
 
    “The Cadia need oxygen to survive, so the air quality must be breathable. And she’s a female. I can’t walk away. I won’t.” Drak glanced at Gnaw. They were both the risk takers in their grouping. “How would you like to explore the guts of this planet and possibly see these breeding grounds?” 
 
    Gnaw grinned. “I love a good fight.” 
 
    Roth appeared torn, his emotions unclear, but Drak knew the male well. He was worried that they’d die but he also understood that his males weren’t about to leave a female to die if there was a chance of rescuing her. 
 
    “I said no.” Rogers stomped closer. “We’ll return with a rescue team and a drone to send down the hole to try to find them, and ropes to bring them up if they’re alive. The shuttle is hovering. We need to go now. The sunlight is down in fifteen minutes. Our asses are out of here.” 
 
    Drak held Roth’s gaze. “I won’t be alone. Two of us will at least give the humans a chance of survival. Make sure we’re sent a rescue team in the morning.” 
 
    Roth glanced between him and Gnaw, nodding. “Be safe and smart. I can’t lose you both.”  
 
    Maith stepped forward. “We go together. Three are better than two.” 
 
    Drak glanced between Maith and Roth. “Equal split in case there’s trouble. You need to make sure help comes after us.” 
 
    Roth nodded. “Solid thinking. I agree.” 
 
    Maith stepped back, looking grim. “Understood.” 
 
    “I said no!” Rogers ranted. “Are you fucking listening to me? I’m in charge!” 
 
    Roth handed over his weapons, stripping them off his body. So did Maith. Gnaw and Drak accepted them.  
 
    “Be careful,” Roth ordered. “We’ll be here at first light with a drone and ropes. Trust us.” 
 
    Drak had no doubt he could. “We’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “No way!” Rogers bellowed. “We’re all leaving on the shuttle.” 
 
    Drak turned to the red-faced human team leader, glaring at him. “I’m going after the female, even if you won’t.” He shoved him aside roughly, walked to the edge of the hole, and hesitated.  
 
    There was a good possibility he’d die. Abby only had a small blaster on her, the one Drak had given her. It wouldn’t do more than stun a Cadia to give her time to run. Those tunnels would prevent escape. She needed help—and he’d give it to her. 
 
    He jumped, knowing Gnaw would be right behind him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Abby slowly sat up in the darkness. She couldn’t see a thing and her body ached. She blindly touched the side of her helmet, remembering that it had lights. The suits weren’t just used for day crews but night ones, too. 
 
    The light blinded her when it came on. She blinked a few times, and when her eyes adjusted, she was staring at dirt and rock. They were in a small chamber, about five feet high, maybe seven feet wide, and roughly ten feet long. 
 
    Tellis was sprawled on his stomach a few feet away. He’d slid farther than her. “Turn it off.” 
 
    “We need to see,” she whispered back. 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    She turned, taking in the small cavern. Two holes were visible. The one they’d obviously fallen from and another about five feet to her left. “We’re currently alone. What is this?” 
 
    “Probably a resting place between digging for the ugly bastards. Now they’re going to come eat us.” He sat up, checking his arms. “Are you bleeding?” 
 
    “I’m banged up but I don’t think anything is broken.” 
 
    “I asked if you were bleeding.” 
 
    She looked down, not seeing any tears in her suit. Her gloves remained on and didn’t appear wet. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “The Cadia can smell blood.” He lowered his voice more. “Like fucking scent hounds.” 
 
    “We need to try to climb out.” There wasn’t enough room to stand fully upright but Abby got on her knees, moving to the hole they’d fallen through. The slanted dirt hole was a few feet higher than where she kneeled.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    She glanced at Tellis. “We can’t stay here. Up is the only way out. I sure don’t want to try that other hole. It looks as if it goes down, since the light showed a wall of dirt behind it.” 
 
    “The Cadia hunt at night and the shuttle was about to pick us up to avoid being here after dark. We’re dead if we manage to reach the surface. It will be even easier for the Cadia to find and kill us. You saw all those fucking holes. Above us is where they come out at night.” He straightened his legs in front of him. “Hell, we’re dead here. I’m in enough pain without adding to it. Milts and Peters killed us. Just…make your peace. And then I’ll shoot us both.” 
 
    She stared at him in horror. “No!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” he hissed. “Better a shot to the head than being eaten alive. We’ve got to be close to their breeding caverns. We fell and slid for a while. That means we’re deep. What if they grab us, drag us to a nest of those fucking things, and we’re torn apart by the little ones? Ever seen a vid of a mama bird tossing a worm to her babies?” He visually shuddered. “I have.” 
 
    “Thanks for that graphic and horrifying mental image I could have done without,” she whispered. “Keep your weapon holstered, Tellis. I’m not giving up. We’re going to survive this.” 
 
    “Even if we make it until tomorrow without being found by the Cadia, and manage to climb to the surface, do you think whatever team we run into is going to let us live? You know what Milts and Peters did.” 
 
    “You think the other teams might finish their work? That’s insane! It’s also cold-blooded murder. You’re wrong.” 
 
    “I’m right. We’re not getting out of this, Miss Thomas. Rogers isn’t going to let his close friends go down for murder. The other teams will do whatever Rogers orders. It’s the mentality we’re trained to have. You don’t turn against your fellow soldiers, and you always cover their asses, no matter what.” 
 
    “It sounds like they didn’t do that for you. You’re down here with me.” 
 
    “I tried to save you. They probably saw that as a betrayal.” 
 
    She felt grateful to Tellis for that but also a little guilty. He was in the same situation as her for trying to do the right thing. “Do you think Rogers ordered them to kill me?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Probably not. It’s too stupid when you’re close to the commander. That’s Milts, though. He saw an opportunity and took it. He does that shit all the time. I’ve lost count of the bar fights he’s caused. Then the rest of us cover for him by claiming it was self-defense. He’s always the one to throw the first punch. And Peters would have done what he was told. He’s like Milts’s puppet.” 
 
    “Isn’t there security camera footage from the bars to prove otherwise?” 
 
    Tellis closed his eyes. “We’re trained to look for them and stay in blind spots. It becomes second nature. Nobody wants to be written up for breaking rules.” 
 
    She stretched her upper body, trying to climb into the hole. The dirt crumbled in her fingers.  
 
    “Shush,” Tellis whispered. “Cadia have damn good hearing, remember? Do you want to bring them right to us? There’s no point in climbing anyway.” 
 
    “That’s what you said. I’m still not giving up.” Abby sat back on her haunches, staring up at the hole. It twisted out of sight about nine feet up. It would be a hell of a tough climb, especially with the loose dirt.  
 
    “At least wait until morning. If you won’t let me shoot you, one of the teams can if you actually manage to make it to the surface. It’s a better way to go than being eaten.” 
 
    She turned her head, watching him. His eyes were still closed and he looked pale. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I think I fractured some bones on the rocks on the way down. It’s why the tunnels are so twisted. The Cadia dig until they hit one, then have to go around. I’m heavier than you are, Miss Thomas. Gravity is a bitch, and so is the pain I’m in. I also think my shoulder is dislocated. These suits are designed to take some damage but not to keep our limbs from being twisted while tumbling over and over.” 
 
    She crawled toward him. “Do you have a first-aid kit? A scanner? I took first-aid courses. It was a few years ago but I have a good memory.” 
 
    “Nope. Mathews is the team medic.” 
 
    “Let’s get your suit off.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and grabbed her gloved hands as she reached for him. “No! I told you, the Cadia hunt by smell. And it’s not just blood they pick up. Humans have become an excellent food source ever since they built that damn settlement. You crack one of these suits and you may as well be ringing a dinner bell.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding the danger. 
 
    He released her and closed his eyes. “Just be quiet and stop moving around.” 
 
    She took a seat next to him, using the rock to lean against.  
 
    “And turn off the fucking light. Cadia can see it if they come anywhere near here. Then again, I suppose it won’t matter. They see much better in the dark. Light actually blinds them.” 
 
    “You’re just a bundle of positivity, Tellis. Did anyone ever tell you that? I’m going to call you the grim reaper of hope.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh. “Grim reaper is right. We’re dead. It’s just a matter of time. I hope the Cadia find us while I’m sleeping. That way I won’t see it coming.” 
 
    Abby didn’t agree. She wanted to see danger coming for her. The weapon strapped to her thigh remained. She carefully pulled it from the strap, studying it. It was basic. There was even a safety on it. Barrel on one end, grip on the other, and it had a trigger. A child could use it.  
 
    “How many weapons do you have?” 
 
    Tellis softly sighed. “It won’t matter. One or two shots won’t kill a Cadia. Did you notice the size of the hole we were pushed into? That’s the girth of their bodies. The adults are about five feet around in diameter and maybe seven feet long like huge fat worms with a gigantic mouth. There’s a rock-hard plating on their heads with sharp ridges. It’s how they dig. You shoot one in the mouth, the only sensitive spot they have, and they thrash around from the pain but it won’t kill them.” He paused. “It’ll collapse this part of the tunnel when they hit the ceiling or sides. We’ll be crushed, and they’ll just dig out our bodies at that point to eat us. We’re fucking dead, Miss Thomas. The best thing to do with that weapon is to shoot yourself.” 
 
    “Go to sleep.” She didn’t want to hear any more. “Rest. Maybe you’ll be less grumpy after a nap.” 
 
    He said nothing. Abby stared at the hole on the other side, where it went deeper into the ground. That’s were a Cadia would probably come from. She kept a firm grip on the weapon and her light trained on that spot. Maybe if she shot the thing before it entered, she and Tellis might stand a chance. After he rested, she’d bring up climbing again. Though it probably was better to wait until morning to do that while the creatures slept. 
 
    The silence was suddenly broken by a few thumps, and Abby tensed. 
 
    “Fuck!” Tellis straightened next to her. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Dirt rained down from the hole they’d fallen from, instead of the one she was watching. Abby turned, pointing her weapon that way and frantically scooted away from it. 
 
    Tellis also pulled his blaster but instead of training it on the falling dirt, he lifted it to his neck. With his other hand, he gripped the underside of his helmet. 
 
    She gaped at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Shooting myself. I’d rather die fast than be eaten.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    Her attention shifted as more dirt and debris fell from the hole. Something large appeared. She nearly pulled the trigger—until she realized it was boots. 
 
    A split-second later, a body came crashing into their small area. The person hit the ground of the small tunnel room, and another one came seconds later.  
 
    Abby was so stunned, she nearly dropped the blaster. The second suited body landed on the first. They grunted, and someone growled. 
 
    “You’re heavy, Gnaw. Get off me.” 
 
    The person on top rolled to the side. The first one sat up, and Abby stared into his face plate. “Drak!” She remembered to whisper but she wanted to yell, overjoyed to see him. 
 
    He grinned. “We found you.” 
 
    She dropped the blaster and crawled toward him. “You came after us!” 
 
    Her gaze went to the hole, wondering if the other two Veslors were about to slide in. It would be a super tight fit for all of them to share the small dug-out space. No one else joined them though. She looked back at Drak. 
 
    “It’s only two of our grouping for now. Are you injured?” He scooted closer, his gaze running up and down her suit. 
 
    “I’m okay.” Her gaze went to Tellis. He looked stunned but had lowered his blaster to his side. He also hadn’t removed his helmet. She glanced at Gnaw. “Thank you for coming after us,” she whispered before focusing her full attention back on Drak. 
 
    “No need for thanks, Abby. The others left on the shuttle but at first light, they will send us help.” 
 
    Tellis sighed. “No, they won’t. You two idiots just signed your own death certificates.” 
 
    Drak shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “Milts pushed me into the hole. Tellis grabbed my wrist to try to stop me from falling, then Peters shoved him,” she quickly explained. “Tellis thinks Rogers will leave us here to die to prevent us from telling anyone. He’ll want to protect his two teammates from being brought up on attempted murder charges if we survive.” 
 
    Gnaw chuckled. “Rogers is no match for the remainder of our grouping. They’ll come for us.” 
 
    Drak nodded. “They will.” 
 
    “Rogers and the other teams aren’t going to allow it,” Tellis protested. 
 
    Drak maneuvered his big body closer to Abby, gently gripping her helmet. She turned to stare into his beautiful eyes. There was a sincere expression on his face. 
 
    “Our grouping will do whatever it takes to come for us, Abby. Even if they must steal one of your shuttles and fight the humans if they attempt to stop them. Right now, Roth is on his way back to Defcon Red with Maith. The males will contact our king to let him know what is going on.” He shot Tellis an angry glare. “We suspected it was no accident. Rogers refused to allow me to guard Abby, she stood up for us, and then she fell into a hole she knew to avoid. Veslors are a lot of things, but never gullible.” 
 
      
 
    Drak kept checking Abby. She was moving fine, didn’t seem to be favoring any of her limbs, and there were no marks on her face. He wanted to remove her suit and helmet to check over every inch of the female’s body, but it wasn’t a smart thing to do. They were in the belly of Cadia territory. The creatures hunted by sound and smell underground.  
 
    The human male kept unusually quiet and still. It was possible he was sleeping or severely injured. Drak motioned for Gnaw to go check on him. He didn’t want to go far from Abby. She was attempting to hide her fear but he wasn’t fooled. Not once had she protested him touching her or staying close. 
 
    “He hates us,” Gnaw hissed in Veslor. The human translators didn’t know their language. “Why bother?” 
 
    “He tried to save the female.” 
 
    “Possibly. The humans above said she pulled him in. His falling could have been accidental. It would be instinctual to grab hold of whoever was within reach to avoid a fall. Your female seems strong willed but she has heart.” 
 
    Drak didn’t miss what Gnaw had said. “She’s not my female.” 
 
    Gnaw snorted a chuckle. “We’re here because you were going after her regardless of the risks. You want the female. We all smelled your oil when she was giving hell to Rogers on the flight deck. Then you kept us awake thinking about her. And look at you codling her now. I’m surprised you haven’t pulled her onto your lap to hold her. You would if those inferior suits weren’t in the way.” 
 
    Abby reached out and touched Drak’s arm. He looked at her. 
 
    “What are you guys growling about? I don’t speak Veslor…and why would you use it?” She shot a glance at Tellis before looking back at him, whispering, “Do you think he’s a danger to us? Should we take his weapons?” 
 
    “It’s a good question.” 
 
    Drak agreed with Gnaw. He didn’t look away from Abby though, switching to her language. “Apologies. We use Veslor more than English.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” She smiled. “That’s your native language. Your English is amazing, if no one has mentioned it before now. Do you have an implant in your head that taught it to you?” 
 
    He was surprised she knew. It must have shown on his face. 
 
    “My friend is mated to a Veslor, remember? Brassi and his grouping have the implants, but they’re traders. It’s important that they can speak different languages with their job. Do fighters get them, too?” 
 
    “All Veslors leaving our planet or those dealing with other aliens are imbedded with translators.” 
 
    “They auto-teach languages, correct?” 
 
    He nodded again. “They can. Direct language downloads are faster.” 
 
    “We have to use devices to speak other languages, and only the ones that are downloaded into them. An earpiece allows us to hear the translations, and a throat device with a speaker transmits it into another language when we speak. Having a permanent implant must be pretty cool.” 
 
    “It is.” He tore his gaze from hers to study Tellis. The male seemed to be unconscious, but it could be an act. “What do you think? Is he trustworthy?” he asked Abby. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “He wanted to shoot us both. He’s certain we’re not going to get out of this alive.” 
 
    Anger had him smothering a snarl. “We aren’t dying.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. So what’s the plan?”  
 
    Gnaw spoke before he could. “We wait until the sun rises and the creatures sleep. Then climb out of here. We will kill anything that attempts to kill us in the meantime.” 
 
    Drak nodded. “That’s our plan.” 
 
    Abby glanced at the hole they’d all fallen through. “It’s going to be difficult. I tested climbing out already. The dirt is loose and it just kept falling on me when I tried to get a grip.” 
 
    Drak reached over and took her hand, staring at her gloves. Abby had small hands but no claws, he knew. He lifted his own, letting his claws extend. They slid from the specially manufactured tips of the gloves, easily sliding through the slits. 
 
    He watched her features closely to see if he had frightened her. She showed no sign of fear as she studied his claws. 
 
    Instead, she grinned widely, looking excited as she met his gaze. “Those look like they were made for climbing.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We’re good at it.” 
 
    “We’re good at everything,” Gnaw added. “Remember that, female. You should also know we’re here because Drak refused to leave the surface without you. He was determined to save your life.” 
 
    Drak shot him a warning look. 
 
    Gnaw ignored him. “Drak doesn’t read Vivian’s announcements to learn more about you human females. He didn’t feel there was a need, but since meeting you, his mind was changed. He is extremely interested in getting to know everything about you.” 
 
    Drak growled quietly, warning the male to be silent. Gnaw sealed his lips with a smirk, and Drak hesitantly studied Abby’s features. He hoped she didn’t withdraw from him or feel threatened. 
 
    Instead, she met his gaze and smiled again. 
 
    “When we get out of here, I’ll need some comforting,” she softly whispered. “I wouldn’t mind if you bared your chest and let me cuddle up against you.” 
 
    She’d stunned him. 
 
    Her green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Brassi did that for Vivian after a traumatic event. It looked very soothing.” Her smile widened.  
 
    He felt aroused again and was grateful for the suit he wore. Gnaw would tease him otherwise. He gave her a nod. “It would be my honor.” 
 
    Gnaw snorted. “Take him to your cabin for that, female. Our space is cramped. There’s no privacy.” 
 
    Abby turned to peer at Gnaw. “Cramped? What do you mean, you have no privacy?” 
 
    Drak didn’t like her looking at another male, now that he knew she was receptive to him. “Our shared cabin has three rooms. Bathroom, a small living space, and two stacked bunks where the four of us sleep. It is tight for our grouping to live that way.” 
 
    Abby instantly looked angry. “Did you request that?” 
 
    “Our king asked that we be kept together. It was for our protection. We just didn’t think it would be in such a small space.” 
 
    “Fucking Rogers,” she muttered.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Drak leaned in closer to her, liking any excuse to do so. 
 
    “It sounds like he put you in a cabin designed for one person and just shoved in bunks, if I’m right. He assigns where his teams live on the ship. I’ll fix this when we get out of here. He should have found four cabins next to each other. No one on Defcon Red, including civilians, has to share a cabin unless they’re a married couple or something similar.” 
 
    Gnaw snarled. “You’re saying we should each have our own sleeping spaces?” 
 
    “That’s exactly right.” Abby nodded. “Rogers could have at least assigned you to a family suite. The largest ones have three bedrooms and two baths. There’s an office space, too, that could have worked as a fourth bedroom.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Tellis groaned.  
 
    Drak noticed the male had opened his eyes, and his skin looked unusually white. Even his lips were pale.  
 
    Gnaw crawled to him. “What hurts? I’m not a medic but I’m good at dealing with wounds.” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Gnaw turned to Drak. “I need to remove his suit to evaluate him.” 
 
    “No!” Tellis protested. “Just shoot me. I won’t be food.” 
 
    Drak knew it was up to him to decide what to do. He’d asked Gnaw to join him in rescuing Abby. That made him responsible for the tough decisions. 
 
    “Do it, remove the suit. He doesn’t look healthy. The risk is necessary. He needs medical attention more.” 
 
    Gnaw took off his backpack and opened it, removing a scanner and a small med pack they each kept. Then he reached for Tellis. 
 
    The male rolled away. “No!” 
 
    His shout was loud. 
 
    A rumble sounded in the distance, and Drak tensed, reaching for his weapon. Dirt broke away from the section of packed earth above them that made the roof of the small room. Abby grabbed hold of his arm, and he met her gaze. 
 
    All of them held still, being quiet, and the rumbling noise stopped. 
 
    The silence didn’t last for long. More sounds came, accompanied by dirt crumbling along the walls, and Drak could pick up vibrations under his body. The Cadia were moving around in the earth surrounding them, burrowing and digging.  
 
    The terror he saw on Abby’s delicate features tore at him, and he leaned in close until their face plates were pressed together, speaking softly. “The hole you fell into didn’t scent strongly of Cadia. This cavern may be one they don’t use to reach the surface anymore because it’s collapsed deeper. Just be still and quiet.” 
 
    She clutched at him tighter and nodded. 
 
    “I won’t let anything hurt you. My vow.” 
 
    The tears in her eyes made him want to do just what Gnaw had taunted. He’d love to pull Abby onto his lap to hold her. It wasn’t the time. She was in danger. They all were. The Cadia were awake and hunting for food. 
 
    He lifted his head, motioning to Gnaw. He nodded, adjusted his body away from the human male slowly, making no sound. They both raised their weapons to target the two holes. 
 
    If any Cadia tried to enter, the fight would be on. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Abby woke to darkness and fear, memories of the night before returning instantly. They were in the cavern still, her headlamps were off, and no one else had turned theirs on. 
 
    Somehow, she’d slept. 
 
    It amazed her. 
 
    The evening before had been terrifying as Cadia had dug around them, above them, and even below. At any second, they could have been attacked. 
 
    At one point, Drak had motioned for her to lie down. She’d tried to resist but he’d put his hand on her shoulder, gently pushing her until she lay against him. It probably would have been appropriate to put a few inches between them, but she hadn’t. Just the feel of his leg and hip at her back had made her feel secure enough to relax, and she shockingly drifted to sleep. 
 
    She tried to roll over but his solid body was pressed up against her. She was pinned between Drak and a large piece of rock wall. The big Veslor had put her there, or she’d moved in her sleep. Either way, he’d remained close. It was sweet. 
 
    Her bladder screamed, since she had to pee badly. The evening before, she’d ignored it. The last thing she wanted to do was go inside her suit. It made her groan. 
 
    “Shush,” a familiar voice rasped. Drak moved behind her, and she sat up. 
 
    The helmet lights blinded her when she turned them back on, but she blinked a few times, adjusting to it fast. Gnaw still sat where she’d last seen him, holding the deadly weapon at the ready. Tellis remained down, on his side with his back to them, across from her and Drak. A thin layer of dust and dirt covered his still form.  
 
    She lifted her wrist and tapped her gloved finger on it, staring at Drak. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “How long did I sleep?” She breathed the words, even though she couldn’t hear any rumbling and no more dirt fell from the ceiling or walls. It was eerily quiet, as if the creatures weren’t moving around anymore. 
 
    “Seven hours,” he informed her, also barely making a sound. 
 
    It would be near morning on the surface. Darkness only lasted approximately eight hours during the planet’s current season. She’d looked up the information when she’d been checking the shifts assigned to the Veslors.  
 
    Abby was miserable. Her bladder felt ready to burst and her stomach grumbled from hunger. Even her lips and throat were aching. Thirst was a terrible thing. The worst of it was, she had water and energy bars stashed inside her suit but couldn’t get to them without cracking it open.  
 
    Then she’d have to remove her helmet, too. She didn’t need a scanner to know the air quality had become bad after all the dust and dirt that had come down on them in the night. The filters had kept it all out of her helmet but even the air she breathed inside the suit felt heavier than it should.  
 
    Drak reached out and took her gloved hand with his. She stared into his eyes and arched her eyebrows. 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We need to climb.” He jerked his head toward the hole they’d all fallen from. 
 
    “How far do you think it is to the surface?” 
 
    Drak hesitated. Then shook his head. 
 
    He wasn’t sure. She understood that. There’d been a lot of sliding, slamming into things when the tunnels turned, and it felt like forever until she’d come to a halt where they’d landed. What if they’d fallen so deep that the surface couldn’t be reached even if they climbed all day? 
 
    “The drone will find us and they’ll send down ropes.” 
 
    She nodded, his words giving her hope. Her gaze went to Tellis, and she pointed at him. He still hadn’t moved at all. She was worried about him. 
 
    Drak nodded and released her hand, shifted positions to get on his hands and knees, and crawled over to the fleet team member. She watched as he hovered over Tellis, then suddenly rolled the male onto his back. He bent forward, closer to Tellis’s face mask, and made a low growl. 
 
    Gnaw set down his weapon and moved fast, crawling closer. 
 
    Abby’s heart pounded, wondering what was wrong. She knew something was. Both Veslors were blocking her view now and she couldn’t see much…but from what she could see, Tellis hadn’t moved, even with Veslors hovering over him.  
 
    Gnaw sat back on his ass first, and then he turned his head, looking at her, anger clear on his face.  
 
    Drak carefully rolled Tellis back onto his side, facing him away from her, and then he backed up, returning to Abby. He took a seat next to her and gripped her hand. 
 
    She peered up at him, her stomach clenching. “What?” 
 
    Drak looked angry, too. “He sealed his helmet vents.” 
 
    It took her seconds to understand, and when she did, Abby knew the color drained from her face. “No…” 
 
    Drak gave a grim nod.  
 
    Abby reeled from the news, unable to believe it. 
 
    The helmets had two vents on the sides to allow in oxygen, and they also worked as filters from dust and contaminants. If the vents were manually sealed, no new oxygen got into the suit. Tellis would have had minutes of trapped oxygen before it ran out. Her gaze went to the still body. 
 
    He was dead.  
 
    “Why?” Tears flooded her eyes.  
 
    Drak remained silent.  
 
    She knew, though. Tellis had been so sure rescue wouldn’t be coming, and even if they made it to the surface, the other teams would kill them under orders from Rogers.  
 
    He’d chosen to die his own way.  
 
    There was no way to accidently seal the vents. She reached up with her free hand and touched one on the side of her helmet. There were three pressure points to push, and then the vent slats had to be manually shoved down about an inch and a half to seal them completely. They were designed that way in the event of toxins in the air. The vents could be sealed to give the wearer time to find breathable oxygen. 
 
    After several minutes of silence, Gnaw caught her attention when he got to his knees, looked from her to Drak, and then jerked his head toward the hole.  
 
    Drak released her hand and nodded. “Time to go, Abby.” 
 
    Her gaze lingered on Tellis’s body. 
 
    “We can’t take him with us,” Drak said gently. “We don’t have ropes to drag him behind us and the weight would be difficult.” 
 
    She hated that, but he was right. Tellis had made his decision. It had been a bad one, in her opinion, but there was nothing to do about it now.  
 
    Abby got to her knees and crawled toward the body. 
 
    Drak grabbed hold of her booted ankle and she twisted, looking at him.  
 
    He frowned. “I wouldn’t lie to you, Abby. He closed his own vents and died.” 
 
    She lifted one gloved finger to indicate she wanted a moment. “I know that. I trust you. It’s a human thing…something I need to do.” 
 
    Their gazes held for long seconds before he released her. She faced forward and crawled the rest of the way to Tellis, crouching behind him. Abby was glad she couldn’t see his face. She sat on her legs and gently placed a gloved hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I hope you’re united with your parents now. I’ll do my best to make those bastards pay for making you so afraid that you gave up hope. I promise. Rest in peace, Parker Tellis. You were a good man who tried to save me. I’ll never forget that.” 
 
    She let him go and turned, crawling back to Drak. Gnaw had gone to the hole and holstered his weapon. He started to climb, and she saw dirt falling, but he must have used his claws to stab deep enough to find purchase because he slowly started to move upward. 
 
    Drak motioned for her to go next. She crawled over, reached the hole, and put her gloved hands on the slanted dirt, attempting to climb. Her hands slid. She stabbed her fingers deeper into the soil but it still crumbled in her hands. She couldn’t get a good grip. 
 
    “Move aside.” 
 
    She did as Drak ordered, getting out of his way. He got on his knees in front of the hole and lifted his hands, claws sliding out from the tops of the gloves. The sharp tips were at least a few inches long. He turned his head, meeting her gaze. 
 
    “Climb onto my back and wrap your arms around me. One over my shoulder, one under the opposite, and lock your fingers together.” 
 
    She realized the hole was wide enough to allow it, but that would mean all her weight would be on him. She hesitated. 
 
    “I’m strong, Abby. You’re small. Do it.” He leaned forward, reached up, and stabbed his claws into the dirt. They sank in deep.  
 
    Abby had to crouch since the roof was low, but she put one of her arms over his right shoulder, slid her left hand under his left arm, and interlocked her fingers together tight at his chest. Then she pressed she her body to his back tightly. He had ditched his backpack the evening before, which was a good thing. With the suits on, it wasn’t exactly comfortable or easy to hang onto him as it was. 
 
    He lifted himself, going deeper into the hole, and began to climb. Her feet left the ground, and she was thankful that the Veslors had turned on their headlamps. She’d forgotten to turn on her own. She watched over Drak’s shoulder as he stabbed higher with one hand and pulled them up, then repeated the movement. His strength amazed her. He almost made it look easy, though she knew it couldn’t be. 
 
    She looked down after a while, staring into pitch darkness. Fear swamped her, thinking about how one of the creatures could sneak up behind them. She tore her gaze away, looking up. That was where she’d find hope.  
 
    They made it to a turn, and Drak had to roll a little, leaving Abby almost crushed between a buried boulder and his body. He found better handholds and pulled them higher. 
 
    He grunted and growled often. For her part, Abby tried to be very still and quiet. Her arms ached and her hands hurt but she ignored the pain. She certainly wouldn’t complain when Drak was doing all the real work. 
 
    The tunnels were like dirt slides, slanting just slightly in some places but more steeply in others. Dirt rained down on them from Gnaw climbing ahead. She could glance up and see his light. If he fell, he’d slam into them. The could all end up back where Tellis’s body remained. 
 
    Abby’s fingers suddenly slipped, and she gasped, sliding about six inches down Drak. He quickly lowered one arm to grab her suit and stopped her from falling farther.  
 
    She panted, terrified. The last thing she wanted to do was fall back to where they’d started. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Drak assured her.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Abby,” Drak said quietly. “I want you to slide under me.” 
 
    She wished she could see Drak’s face. “Under?” 
 
    “Yes. Under. That way if you start to fall again, I can pin you in place. Maneuver under me and grip my shoulders.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry…I’m tired and my hands slipped.” 
 
    “You’re not built for this. I just wish we had ropes. I’d tie you to me. Climb under me and cling to my shoulders. If you slip, I’ll use my weight to pin you to the wall.” 
 
    It was difficult to maneuver to his side, gripping his shoulders for dear life, and then he lifted enough for her to slip under him. She adjusted her hold, grabbing the tops of his shoulders, and found herself facing his chest. It took a lot of effort to pull herself up him until her helmet bumped Drak’s. 
 
    Their gazes met when she was level with him, and she wrapped her arms around his neck.  
 
    He smiled. “I might smoosh you a little but the suit’s armor should protect you from my weight.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    She nodded, also wrapping her legs around his hips to keep them out of his way. It wasn’t easy to do with the suits on.  
 
    He looked up, his helmet next to hers, and dug his claws into the dirt over their heads. Some of it rained down on her helmet but she said nothing as he pulled them higher. The back of her suit dragged against the loose dirt, creating noise. 
 
    Abby closed her eyes and just clung to Drak. Their suits bumped together with every movement he made, but they were climbing. Slowly, but every foot mattered. 
 
    They finally rested in a less steeply angled part of the tunnel. Poor Drak just crumpled over her. The suit did keep him from crushing her, but she could feel how tightly she was pinned between him and the dirt. 
 
    His breathing sounded a lot less rough when the break was over. He met her gaze. 
 
    “How are you, Abby?” 
 
    “I’ve got to pee.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  
 
    She bit her lip. “I know. Go in the suit. It’s just…” 
 
    “I’ve gone in my suit. They are designed for that.” 
 
    “You have a super-sensitive nose,” she admitted. 
 
    He grinned slightly. “The filters keep dust out and seal scents inside. I wouldn’t know unless you told me. Empty your bladder, Abby. All of us have during longs shifts.” 
 
    She nodded. “I realize it’s a natural body function. And the suit has a containment area for that reason. I get it. It’s just…the grossness of it. You know? I wasn’t trained to do this kind of thing. Plus, I wore undies under my suit.” 
 
    “Undies?” 
 
    “Forget it. My problem.” 
 
    She had to silently admit, it helped when she released her bladder. She immediately felt relief. It was just disgusting knowing she’d peed through her underwear, and now they felt wet against her skin. 
 
    A growl came from above. Drak looked up at Gnaw then back at her. “Hold on. It’s time to move.” 
 
    Guilt returned that Drak was stuck hauling her up the tunnel. “Where the hell is that drone? One should have been here by now.” 
 
    “I’m aware. The sun has been up for hours. We haven’t heard any rumblings from a shuttle setting down from above, either.” 
 
    “You think you could hear that?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Fear began to trickle in. What if Tellis had been right? 
 
    She shoved that possibility aside. Howard would raise hell, ensuring every effort was made to rescue her and the Veslors. He knew she and Rogers didn’t get along. Commander Howard Bills wasn’t a fool. He wouldn’t take Rogers’s word on anything where Abby was concerned, or leave her fate in the hands of a man she didn’t trust. 
 
    The Veslors kept climbing. Abby’s arms ached and she fought back tears. Between hunger, thirst, and aching muscles, the situation was pretty miserable. The only thing that kept her from bursting into sobs was Drak. He wasn’t complaining, not even a little, so she wouldn’t either. Abby refused to give in to her emotions. 
 
    From one second to the next, she heard a weird noise—and Drak froze. The dirt from above them stopped falling, too, indicating Gnaw had stopped climbing. Fear froze the breath in her lungs. Had they made enough noise to wake a Cadia, and now it was coming? She wanted to ask Drak’s opinion on what that sound was, but she kept quiet. 
 
    He suddenly barked a quiet laugh. The sound startled her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He lifted his body from hers and gave her a tired but wide grin. “Drone.” 
 
    Gnaw confirmed his words. “I see it!” 
 
    “Thank god,” Abby murmured, tipping her head. She couldn’t see the small drone but as it came closer, she identified the slight engine noise.  
 
    “Thank fuck!” a familiar voice cried. “Is Abby Thomas with you?” 
 
    Gnaw answered. “Yes. We’re three survivors. Send down ropes.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Drak kept his voice low. 
 
    “Commander Bills.” She blinked back tears. “He came himself. I knew he wouldn’t just trust our rescue to Rogers,” she said softly. “I had faith he’d send someone he absolutely trusts who isn’t on one of the tactical teams. But he came down himself.” 
 
    The sound of the drone withdrew, fading away.  
 
    It returned soon with a rope, as requested, but they had to be hauled up one at a time. Gnaw tied himself first, since his body blocked a good portion of the tunnel above them. Drak kept her pinned under him as dirt rained down when Gnaw was hauled out quickly. 
 
    “We go together,” Drak informed her.  
 
    “You mean when they send down the rope again?” 
 
    He nodded. “Gnaw was above us to act as your guard, if we met with hostility on the surface. But I stay with you at all times. We don’t know what’s up there.” 
 
    “Commander Bills is up there. He won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “We stay together, Abby.” Drak growled the words.  
 
    “Okay.” She wasn’t about to argue with him. 
 
    The drone returned with the rope. She was the one to reach up for it, since Drak had his claws dug into the tunnel to keep them from sliding back down. 
 
    “Clip it to the back of my suit.” 
 
    She pulled herself up higher to see what she was doing. The suits had rings at the back, just under where the helmet attached. She quickly got him clipped to the tether. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    The drone hovered above them, and Drak looked up. “Tighten the slack. I’m going to bring Abby with me.” 
 
    The drone retreated, and the rope pulled until it was tight. Drak yanked his claws out of the dirt at last, hugged Abby in a tight grip, and then rolled onto his back. 
 
    Then they were being pulled to the surface. It wasn’t as quickly as Gnaw, but they still moved faster than they had while climbing. Soon, she saw daylight, and it was so bright that it almost hurt her eyes. It didn’t matter. They were saved.  
 
    The tunnel flattened about six feet from the top and she clutched Drak tighter when they were lifted completely upright. A frame with arms about ten feet tall had been placed over the hole. The apparatus lifted them out and swung them to solid ground. 
 
    Drak gently set her onto her feet when they came to a halt. She looked around, taking in a group of about fifteen fleet personnel. Their uniforms surprised her—not a single one was tactical. None of them were wearing armor, but they did have wide-brimmed hats and gloves, protecting most of their skin from the bright suns. 
 
    Then she saw Howard. The poor man looked like hell. She was pretty sure he hadn’t slept at all, judging by his haggard expression, stark pallor, and the growth on his face from lack of shaving. 
 
    Drak took a step back from her. One of the fleet medics rushed forward to detach the clip from his suit. 
 
    Abby rushed to Howard. “You came for us!” 
 
    He grabbed the sides of her helmet with both hands and stared at her, almost as if she wasn’t real. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine. The Veslors kept me alive. I told you they would.” 
 
    “What in the hell happened?” 
 
    She didn’t look away as she said, “Milts pushed me in. Tellis grabbed me to stop me from falling, but Peters shoved him. This wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    Howard paled more. 
 
    “Tellis sealed his helmet air vents overnight while we were sleeping, waiting for morning. He felt certain we were dead even if we made it to the surface. He said the teams would make sure we never made it back to tell anyone what really happened.” Tears slid down her face. “He suffocated himself, Howard. I want those assholes to pay for his death!” 
 
    “Jesus.” Howard released her and looked away. “I feel sick. I never considered one of them would try to kill you. It’s…” 
 
    “Shocking. I know. I didn’t expect one of them to try to kill me, either.” 
 
    He held her gaze again. “Why would they do this? I know you’re a hellion, but why try to kill you?” 
 
    For a brief second, she couldn’t meet his stare. “I was going to get the team into trouble for the way they were treating the Veslors. Tellis said that Milts probably did it without orders. I guess he had a temper.” She looked back at him. “But Tellis was also certain Rogers would cover it up to protect his teammates.” 
 
    Howard nodded. “Let’s talk about this later. You look pale and I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 
    She glanced at the personnel on the ground. “You only brought the medical teams?” 
 
    Howard nodded. “Most of them have combat training. I ordered all tactical teams to be contained to their cabins while this rescue mission was underway. I told myself I was being paranoid to think this was anything but an accident…but I knew Rogers was upset with you.” 
 
    She nodded. “Where are the other two Veslors that returned on the shuttle to Defcon Red?” 
 
    “Locked in their cabins, too. They raised hell, but I gave my word I was personally coming down here with only medics I trusted for this rescue. Roth let me know he’d contacted his king, and that I’d better bring his men back.” Howard smiled. “He’s a tough bastard who had no qualms about threatening me. I like him.” 
 
    “The Veslors are good people, Howard.” 
 
    He nodded. Then his expression turned grim. “I wish I could say the same right now about my own fucking men.” 
 
    Abby turned, staring at Drak. He stayed about ten feet away, beside Gnaw. The medics were talking to them, probably asking if they were injured. 
 
    Howard gripped her helmet again, making her turn his way. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No. I’d kill for a shower and a hot meal, though.” 
 
    “You’ll get both, and then we’re going to have a long talk. You are going to tell me everything that happened—in detail.” 
 
    “You bet I will. Tellis committed suicide, and I promised his spirit I’d make sure they paid. He was that afraid of his own teammates…and what they’d do if we survived.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Drak had wanted to stay with Abby when the shuttle landed on Defcon Red but the commander had been adamant about having her checked out in the medical bay. The human had immediately ordered her to go with their doctors. 
 
    Abby had called out to him before being led away. “Get some sleep, Drak. I’ll find you later.” 
 
    He’d had to watch her go, unhappy to let her out of his sight.  
 
    Roth embraced Drak and then Gnaw in a tight hug once they’d exited the shuttle, happy to see them. Commander Bills had allowed them out of lockdown to meet them upon arrival. “I want you to tell me everything. Then you need a shower, food, and sleep,” he’d growled at them both. 
 
    “After I scan you for injuries.” Maith embraced them next. 
 
    “We’re not hurt. I’m ready to get clean but my stomach can wait until after I rest,” Gnaw admitted. 
 
    “Rest is more important than food,” Maith agreed. “But shower first. You both smell bad.”  
 
    Drak nodded. He’d sweat a lot in the suit. Exhaustion hit him, now that the adrenaline faded since they were back on the human ship. He and Gnaw hadn’t slept at all. The hours spent underground had been tense while the Cadia had moved around them until they’d finally gone dormant. 
 
    Roth and Maith listened to Gnaw tell them everything that had happened, from the time they’d jumped into the hole until the drone met them climbing toward the surface. Drak was glad the male felt talkative, since he didn’t. 
 
    “I’m grateful you both survived.” Roth sighed. “I worried.” 
 
    “You get clean first,” Drak offered Gnaw as they entered their cabin. 
 
    Gnaw grinned. “That was my plan. I helped you win your female. It’s only fitting I’m first.” 
 
    “What?” Roth stepped into Drak’s path to the sleeping room, gaining his attention. “Your female?” 
 
    “The female agreed to let Drak bare himself to comfort her from her trauma.” Gnaw chuckled. 
 
    “Silence,” Drak growled. “Go get clean.” 
 
    “I am.” Gnaw strode out of their living space into the bathroom. 
 
    “No.” Roth shook his head. “There will be no copulation with human females. You heard what I said before. Our king told me their doctors hounded ours out of fear we’d get them pregnant. You will not get the female pregnant with a cub and ruin the work we’re here to do for our king.” 
 
    “I have no plans to breed Abby for a cub.” 
 
    Roth relaxed. “Good.” He took a step back. 
 
    “But I will copulate with her if she agrees.” 
 
    “You will not.” Roth scowled, shaking his head. 
 
    Drak wasn’t in a mood to argue. He held his grouping leader’s gaze. “I will. I have feelings for Abby. Would you deny me the chance to see if she’s mine?” 
 
    Roth’s features softened. “We’re fighters. No female wants to mate with one of ours. We don’t have a home anymore, since we left our family grouping. I can’t return to live under Zorrgo’s rule. He will forever feel resentful that we didn’t stay. They lost four strong, healthy males when we left. We’d battle, and I’d feel deep regret.” He paused. “He’s earned his place as leader but I can no longer submit to him. I can’t. And I don’t wish to lead that grouping. They’d resent me for displacing Zorrgo.” 
 
    Sympathy welled in Drak. Zorrgo was a good leader, the brother of Roth’s father. The older Veslor was fair, wise, and he’d earned a lot of respect. It would upset their families if Roth challenged and won a fight with the male. “We knew we could never return to live with them again once we decided to leave. I would never ask you to go back.” 
 
    Roth reached up and grasped his arm. “Fighters don’t take mates.” 
 
    “You said our king would give us unclaimed land. That changes everything. We’ve saved since our first battle to one day purchase our own territory elsewhere, but it would have taken us years more to earn enough to do that.” 
 
    Roth released him and stepped back, surprise on his features. “You wish for us to settle on a planet this soon? We’re still young and strong.” 
 
    “I’m not asking any of you to give up what we love. Abby is not like our females. She mentioned working on other colonies, and she’s living on this ship. Traveling isn’t traumatic to her or something she’s against. But we will be gifted land once the humans don’t want us here anymore, and we should take it. We can then spend our saved funds to build a home sooner than we’d planned. We’ll still fight battles to earn payments, but we’ll have a home as well. We can have both, Roth.” 
 
    Roth looked away, seeming to think about it before meeting his gaze again. “You’d leave your mate and young cubs at home to go fight with us?” He shook his head. “You wouldn’t do that. Your heart wouldn’t allow you to part from them.” 
 
    “You’re right. I wouldn’t if Abby ever had my cubs. I’m not certain she wishes to become my mate, or that I’d want her to be. We need to figure that out first. She can’t get pregnant by accident. We could spend years together before having cubs. She might be agreeable to traveling with us. Between jobs, we could live in our new home. It will help us adjust before we settled there for good.” 
 
    Roth inhaled deeply and blew it out. 
 
    “I like this plan,” Maith stated. 
 
    Drak turned his head, forgetting the male had been standing near him. He offered him a smile. Maith grinned back. 
 
    “You too? Do you wish to find a human mate as well?” Roth scowled. 
 
    “Perhaps. I’m not opposed. Our females won’t mate with us until we settle on a planet for good. Even then, the chances are low of finding mates. They consider us too wild. You must admit, we could mate with humans without immediately having cubs. Their females don’t shift or have aggressive sexual urges to trigger our own. Though, we’d have to be gentle with them. I wouldn’t want to terrify a fragile human by going after one in my fighting form to copulate with her. She’d be traumatized for life. I estimate it would take a few years from the time I found a human mate for her to learn to trust me enough to mount her in that form.” 
 
    Roth snorted but amusement curved his lips. He threw up his hands. “Fine. But those human mates will have to agree to traveling with us. Make certain before you claim one for life. I’m not ready to settle on a planet yet. Even getting land as a gift, our funds aren’t enough to last us forever. We have more battles to fight.” 
 
    Drak felt relief. “I will talk to Abby. I’m sure she’d agree to those terms if she’s willing to become my mate.” 
 
    “First you’d have to talk her into copulating with you.” Maith chuckled. “That won’t be easy.” 
 
    Gnaw stepped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, his skin wet from the shower. “Oh, that female will allow Drak to put her on all fours. They bonded. My worry is that she will allow him to shift and take her immediately. She’s a courageous female. They may end up with a cub sooner than Drak thinks.” 
 
    Pride filled Drak’s chest. “She is special.” 
 
    Roth growled. “No cubs. I’ll agree to build a home we can visit, but we’re still fighters for years to come. Cubs mean having to settle on a planet.” 
 
    “That’s not accurate.” 
 
    All of them looked at Maith. 
 
    “Brassi and his human mate, Vivian, have a cub. They live on a trade vessel. I told you, I read her announcements. They haven’t settled on one of our planets.” 
 
    That reminded Drak of what he’d recently learned. “That couple are having another cub. Abby is friends with the female. She’s learned her friend is pregnant again.” 
 
    Roth appeared utterly shocked. “No female would allow her cubs to be raised on a ship!” 
 
    “No Veslor female would.” Maith shrugged. “Humans are different. Perhaps they don’t have the same nesting instincts our females do. I’ve got much to learn about them.” His gaze slid to Drak, and he smirked. “I’ll also brush up on human anatomy, since one might be joining our grouping soon. I’ll become her medic.” 
 
    Roth walked over to the strange sitting place the humans called a couch. He dropped into it and leaned against the padded backing. “Life was much simpler before we took this job.” 
 
    “I’m going to get clean.” Drak headed toward the bathroom. 
 
    “Good. You stink.” Gnaw shot him a grin, heading into their sleeping room to go rest.  
 
    Drak chuckled, entered the bathroom, and began to remove the rest of the human armor. It was easy to take off, and he dumped it on top of Gnaw’s discarded one. Then he stepped into the water. His thoughts were entirely focused on Abby. He’d sleep and then seek her out.  
 
    He got clean, dried his body, and wrapped a towel around his waist to leave the bathroom. Maith waited outside the door. Roth wasn’t in their living space anymore. 
 
    “He took a walk to clear his thoughts. He’s worried about our future.” 
 
    Drak sighed. “He’s upset with me.” 
 
    “He’ll adjust. Humans can breed with us. That information changes our outlook if we’re attracted to their females. We don’t have to give up the future we envisioned to be with one. He’ll learn that. Now sleep. You’ll see the female later.” 
 
    Drak entered the sleeping room. It was cramped with the two sets of stacked bunks. He opened one of the wall drawers and pulled out a pair of pants. 
 
    “I envy you a little,” Gnaw rasped softly. 
 
    Drak pulled the material up his legs and climbed into his bunk after he fastened the waist. The human beds were too small for a Veslor male, but the padding was at least comfortable. “You could find your own human.” 
 
    Gnaw grunted. “I scare them. You’re pretty for a male. I’m not.” 
 
    Drak snorted a laugh, finding the semi insult amusing. “Some of them are brave, like you said. Find one of those females. Thank you for helping me save Abby.” 
 
    “Always. We’re not blood, but we’re brothers.” 
 
    He smiled. His grouping always had his back. He allowed sleep to take him.  
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Abby finished her shower and put on a robe. She was glad the tactical suit had been left behind in medical when she’d been examined. She didn’t want it stinking up her cabin. The doctors had cleared her, gave her scrubs to wear to her cabin, and the first thing she’d done was get clean. 
 
    She was halfway to a food dispenser when someone rang the hall chime. The monitor next to the door showed Howard standing in the corridor. She pushed the button to open it, and he started to step inside. Then he hesitated when he saw her. 
 
    “I’ll come back.” 
 
    “No. It’s okay. I’m decent.” She turned, walking to the food dispenser and ordering tea and a few breakfast pastries. “I hope you don’t mind me eating while we talk.” 
 
    “Of course not. I think I lost five years of my life when that shuttle landed and I was informed you were still on the planet.” 
 
    She took a sip of tea. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t fun for me, either. I can’t tell you how happy I was when Drak and Gnaw came sliding down after me.” 
 
    “I heard that you got an all-clear from Doctor Azzelle.” 
 
    “I did. What’s going to happen to Milts and Peters?” 
 
    “Team One is restricted to their cabins. I pulled Rogers into my office. He denies the charges against his men, of course. He swears they’d never do something like that.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “He’s adamant that you’re lying about what happened to get him and his men into trouble.” 
 
    She snorted, taking a bite of pastry. It tasted delicious. She swallowed and waved him to the small table and chairs. They sat. “Let me guess. It’s because I’m so attracted to the asshole, and this is payback for him turning me down flat. He thought you’d send me away, since I embarrassed you so badly. You can’t have your lover hitting on your men.” 
 
    Anger bracketed Howard’s mouth. “That was exactly the shit he was spouting, saying his entire team wanted to file complaints against you. I’m almost embarrassed by his weak story. I thought fleet trained our people to be a lot smarter.” 
 
    “Right?” She finished her food and sipped her tea.  
 
    “The problem is that it’s your word against theirs. There’s no proof, and Tellis is unable to verify your version of the facts. The drone was able to clip a rope to his suit, and the medics hauled his body up. They verified he committed suicide, but he had to have been in a lot of pain. He had a dislocated shoulder and six fractured bones. I have no evidence to arrest Darren Milts or Morgan Peters for putting you in that hole. They’re sticking to their story, that you staggered into it. None of the suits were outfitted with cameras.” 
 
    Abby was furious but none of it came as a surprise. “I figured it wouldn’t be that easy to nail them.” 
 
    “I refuse to have them under my command anymore. Not only is the entire Team One confined to their cabins, but I’m transferring their asses ASAP. I just wish they were going to a detention center instead of to another assignment.” 
 
    “I know you did what you could,” she told him, frustrating gnawing at her. “At least they won’t be able to mess with the Veslors anymore. I’m depressed that my fears on that score were definitely founded.” 
 
    “Roth has requested to lead his own team without assistance from ours. I’ve agreed. It wouldn’t be fair to end our association with the Veslors just because of what Rogers did to them. They’re a solid ally, and they detect Cadia far better than our own people. I also replaced Rogers with Clark Yenna. He’s going to lead all the tactical teams for now.” 
 
    “Is he trustworthy?” 
 
    “Yes. That brings me to the real reason I came to talk to you.” Howard leaned closer. “You should go home, Abby.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Howard held up his hands. “Hear me out. Please? Just listen to what I have to say before you argue.” 
 
    Abby sealed her lips and nodded. She owed him that much. 
 
    He rested his hands on the table. “You worried there would be a problem for the Veslors, and you were correct. My eyes have been opened. I chose Clark Yenna because he’s been assigned under me for twelve years. He’s closer to retirement age and has chosen to pilot rather than lead a team of his own. I trust him. He’s fair, has worked in the past with alien races, and he’s a good guy. When I sat down with him last night to get his opinion when you were missing, and shared what Rogers had done so far to the Veslors, he blew his fuse.” 
 
    She liked hearing that. “Good.” 
 
    “Us older generations take pride in our fleet members and their conduct. It’s personal when they fuck up, and we aren’t tolerant of that shit. Clark will be assigning the Veslors their duties, and he offered to personally pilot them on every shift. I trust him. Roth and I also spoke in-depth. Veslors don’t complain. I learned that pretty quickly. But I explained that by not speaking up, it was allowing fleet members to break laws. He promised to be more forthcoming from now on. I gave him a direct line to contact me, and we’re going to share a couple meals each week from now on, to help ease relations between our people. I’ll keep on top of how they’re treated.”  
 
    She stared at him as silent seconds ticked by. 
 
    “Your mission has been a success. You thought the Veslors might be mistreated, they were, but now it’s being fixed.” He cleared his throat. “There’s no longer a reason for you to stay here.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for that, but I’m not going home yet.” 
 
    “You almost died!” 
 
    She jolted at his emotional outburst and studied him closer. 
 
    “You’re tired, Howard.” She reached out and touched his hand. “I’m really okay.” 
 
    He turned his hand and grasped hers. “Of course I’m tired! Do you think I slept knowing you were on that planet in some fucking hole with alien creatures that could have eaten you? I didn’t even know if you were alive!” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” he ground out. “I would have had to tell my two dearest friends that I fucked up and didn’t watch out for you as well as I should have. My career has been my life. The one time I married, she didn’t last two years, and she sure as hell didn’t want to have a baby with me. I watched you grow up like a proud father, Abby. You’re the closest thing I have to a daughter.” Tears filled his eyes. “I was certain you were safe here, that I was humoring you by allowing you to take this job, and that I’d just get to spend some precious time with you. Last night blew that to hell. How was I going to live with it if you had died? My own fucking men pushed you into that hole! And I can’t arrest them for it because there’s no proof.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, too, and she squeezed his hand tighter. “I’m sorry you went through all that, Howard. And I’m so grateful that you care. You know you’re family to me, too.” 
 
    “You are going back to Earth, Abby. You made enemies with Rogers and his team. I’m reassigning them to another ship but it won’t be for a few weeks. No other fleet vessels are coming this way until then to switch out an entire team. I can’t keep them confined to their cabins for that length of time without filing charges. That means they might attempt to get even with you—and I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be that stupid to try again.” 
 
    “I disagree. I sent a message to your assistant a few hours ago. Mel is sending a private transport to pick you up. I haven’t told your parents what happened yet, that’s information they should hear only when they can see that you’re fine with their own eyes. Otherwise, they’ll just worry until you reach Earth.” 
 
    “I’m staying, Howard.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    She leaned across the table. “I am.” 
 
    “You’re resigning.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Damn it, Abby!” He yanked his hand free of hers. “You’re fired then.” 
 
    She frowned. “You don’t mean that. You haven’t slept. Probably haven’t eaten, either. You’re stressed and in need of rest. You’ll feel better afterward.” 
 
    “You’re going home, Abby.” 
 
    “I, um…made a promise to Drak.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “One of the Veslors?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m going to let him comfort me after my ordeal later this evening, after he gets some sleep.” A grin curved her lips. “Maybe more. I need to be here to see what that comfort leads to. You don’t want to be a possible romance cock-blocker, do you?” 
 
    He gaped at her, eyes wide. 
 
    “He jumped into a hole to come after me, and talked another Veslor into helping him. Then he let me sleep while they both stayed awake all night, guarding me from the dirt beasts. Drak deserves a shot. And hey, my parents are always telling me I should give them some grandkids.” 
 
    He blinked a few times. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A Veslor?” He continue to stare in disbelief. 
 
    “Vivian’s extremely happy with Brassi. She swears he treats her better than any human guy ever could. Drak doesn’t understand Earth money, and their technology is already better than even what D Corp makes. So I know he’s not interested in me for any of the reasons other men have been. I think he just likes me. He even knows I’m mouthy as hell. Do you want to know what he called me, even after I verbally handed Rogers his own ass?” 
 
    Howard’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Sweet.” At his doubtful expression, she nodded. “Yeah. Drak thinks I’m a sweet female. Have you ever heard anyone use that word in the same sentence with my name unless it was, like, ‘it would be sweet if that bitch Abby tripped and broke her jaw so she would shut the hell up’?” 
 
    Howard shook his head but humor sparked in his gaze.  
 
    “Drak risked his life for mine. I’d written off men, Howard, but he’s changed my mind. I want to see what happens between us, and that means I need to stay. Fire me if you must, but please, don’t kick me off Defcon Red. Give me a couple weeks at least to see if this can go anywhere. Also…hang on. Don’t move.” She got up and rushed into her bedroom, grabbed her tablet and turned it on.  
 
    Abby sat down and pulled up a few pictures of Klad. “Look. This is Vivian and Brassi’s son. Tell me he’s not the most adorable baby you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Howard looked at the images. “Your parents are going to disown me.” 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, so the whole cub thing is different, but as grandkids go, isn’t Klad cute? He’ll learn to shift into the more human form soon. This is their other half. You know Veslors are shifters.” 
 
    Howard flipped though the images. “He is cute.” 
 
    “I gave up on even thinking about having kids. Now I’m actually considering cubs.” 
 
    Howard jerked his head up and their gazes locked. 
 
    “Love, Uncle Howard. I might find love with Drak. My parents will adjust if that happens. At this point, I don’t think they’ll be picky about who I marry and what kind of kids I have. They’ll just be happy it’s not the vid actor or some idiot like him who only wants me for my money.” 
 
    He snorted a disbelieving laugh. “You are trouble, Abby.” 
 
    “Can I stay?” 
 
    He put down the tablet and straightened in his chair. “You can stay—but no more surface missions. And you have to promise me that you won’t get pregnant before you’re certain about this…Drak.” 
 
    “No problem.” She relaxed. “Thank you. Now we need to fix the Veslor living arrangements.” 
 
    Howard’s eyebrows shot up again. “What’s wrong with them?” 
 
    “Rogers gave them a single cabin and shoved in two bunkbed units. Can you imagine them sharing a space this size?” She waved her hand around her cabin. It wasn’t a roomy place. 
 
    Howard began to curse. 
 
    Abby stood. “I’m going to dress and get on rectifying that while you and the Veslors sleep. I got plenty of rest with them guarding me all night. I’ll meet with the person who assigns cabins to the civilians to see what’s available. I’ll find them a family cabin with three bedrooms and an office, if they want to remain in one space together, or four cabins next to each other.” 
 
    “I can have Clark do that. It’s his job now to look after them.” 
 
    “You could, but I’d like to do it myself. That way I know for certain that it’s taken care of.” 
 
    Howard rolled his eyes but he stood. “Fine. I’m too tired to argue with you.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    He walked to the door, but then turned. “Shit. Mel is still sending that shuttle to pick you up.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    He sighed, opened the door, and walked away. The doors sealed behind him.  
 
    Abby opened a link to communications and logged on. It took almost an hour to secure a strong signal to Earth by allowing all the satellites to align to Defcon Red’s current position. There were advantages to being on one of the fleet’s largest military vessels, even if those advantages took a bit of time. 
 
    The D Corp logo appeared on the screen, but it wasn’t Mel’s face that materialized.  
 
    “Ms. Thomas!”  
 
    “Hi, Nellie. Grab Mel. I need to talk to her fast before we lose the link.” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip and leaned forward, lowing her voice. “Um, she’s not here.” 
 
    That surprised Abby. “Mel actually took a day off? Shocking.” 
 
    Nellie craned her neck, peering around as if to make sure no one was close to her desk, and then met her gaze. “She’s headed your way.” 
 
    “What? Already? It would take a full day to prepare a trip like that.” Abby almost dropped the tablet. 
 
    “When she got the call a few hours ago demanding she send a shuttle to retrieve you…” Nellie glanced around again, leaned closer, and whispered, “She figured you were being booted and time was of the essence. You know how determined Mel can be. She made a few calls and was out of here within an hour.” 
 
    Abby’s mouth hung open. She closed it, swallowed, and then nodded. “Who’s in charge of my department?” 
 
    Nellie flinched. “I am. I mean, off the record. Your parents don’t really come into this part of the building. I’m supposed to pretend Mel is still here.” 
 
    “What shuttle did she take?” 
 
    “Arrow. I’m sure she’s probably lifted off already.” 
 
    “Shit!” Abby was stunned again. “Mel stole my parents’ space yacht?” Abby almost laughed. “Okay. I’ll contact her. Do what you were told and, um, cover for her.” 
 
    Nellie looked relieved. “I won’t let you down, Ms. Thomas.” 
 
    Abby gave her a thumbs-up and disconnected. She took some deep breaths and then tried to signal Arrow. It took another good ten minutes before a familiar face came on the screen. 
 
    “Miss Thomas.” Captain Perth was someone she knew well. He’d worked for her parents since she was just a kid. 
 
    “Hi, James. I hear you’re on your way to Defcon Red.” 
 
    “We’re preparing to take flight now, Miss Thomas.” His expression showed his anxiety. “Miss Mallow said it was under your orders.” 
 
    “It was,” she lied. “Transfer me to her.” 
 
    “Right away.” A few seconds passed, and then Mel’s face appeared.  
 
    “Abby! Oh, thank goodness.” Mel threw herself into a chair at the desk in one of the sleeping suites. “I’m on my way to you. I had Jeffrey quickly load tons of supplies. He got it done in record time, and they just finished. He’s an amazing steward. We have enough supplies to follow Defcon Red for about a month, if that’s what you need to do to finish your secret mission.” 
 
    Abby fought a laugh. “You planned all this out?” 
 
    Mel nodded. “I knew you wouldn’t want to leave until you were sure the Veslors were being treated fairly. You said you were going to become their guardian angel. I know you’re set on doing that. I’ve taken care of everything. The office is being handled.”  
 
    “I heard. What were you thinking?” 
 
    Mel paled.  
 
    “I’m not mad,” Abby quickly assured her. “I’m just surprised. You stole my parents’ space yacht? I’m kind of impressed.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal it,” Mel gasped, appearing horrified. “Your parents bought a new one, and they gave you Arrow. I was supposed to send it to you when you wanted to come home. After what happened on the Gorison Traveler, well…they didn’t want you taking transportation on fleet vessels again to reach job sites. You have your own vessel now.” 
 
    “They didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “It was supposed to be a surprise. They just got their new ship a few days ago and transferred Arrow and the crew to you.” Mel shrugged. “I also had all the items you asked me to order for your friend Vivian and the Brar crew loaded from the warehouse. It’s in the cargo bay. I thought, worst case, if we can’t stick close to Defcon Red, we could drop off your gifts. That might cheer you up to see Vivian and Klad.” 
 
    Abby was deeply touched. “That’s so sweet, but I talked Howard into allowing me to stay. Thank you so much for putting a flight together that fast. And you were willing to leave Earth for me! I’m shocked. You hate to travel.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you.” Mel’s tense body relaxed. “I’ll tell Captain Perth to abort our trip. I’m glad we’re not needed after all. That’s great news.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a trip anyway? I mean, you’re all prepared to leave.” 
 
    Mel paled. “What? No!” 
 
    “You’ve already admitted to having my gifts loaded on Arrow. Not to mention, you never take vacation time.” Abby ignored how Mel’s mouth opened and closed, words not coming out of her mouth. “Take the gifts to Vivian and my godson. I think you’ll enjoy meeting the Veslors.” 
 
    Mel shook her head. “No. The crew will wait until you’re ready to come home, and then you can go yourself. I know you’re dying to hold that adorable godson of yours.” 
 
    Abby couldn’t deny that. “You’re right. But I want you to be onboard when I do need a ride home on Arrow. We’ll go visit the Brar together. I really do want you to meet the Veslors.” 
 
    “You’re not playing matchmaker with me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do any worse than you do on your own. One word for you: Nathan.” 
 
    Her friend blushed. “Thank you again for running that background check before I got too serious with him.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for. Saving you from fortune-hunting trolls. I’ve had a lot of experience with them myself. You know that.” 
 
    “I’m not rich like you.” 
 
    “No, but you aren’t poor, either. I know damn well you haven’t spent a single credit from the trust fund your mother left you, and you save the majority of what you make. Your last name might not be Thomas, but you’re family. It makes you a target, too, Mel. I’ve always got your back, just like you have mine.” Abby lifted her fist and expended her pinky finger. It was a silent promise they’d made since diapers to be there for each other. “Always and forever.” 
 
    Mel gave her a genuine smile and lifted her fist, extending her pinky, too. “Always and forever.” 
 
    “I think a Veslor would be perfect for you.” 
 
    Mel shook her head, blushing again. “You couldn’t be doing what you are right now if I wasn’t here to cover for you for long stretches. Someone has to stay on Earth. That means no alien mates for me unless they want to move here full time.” 
 
    Abby silently agreed. Mel was the only one she trusted to fill her shoes at D Corp. “Thank you for doing this. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m channeling you.” 
 
    Abby laughed. “If anyone can, it’s you, since you know me best. Are you cussing out idiots, too? I’d pay to see that.” 
 
    “That’s not my style, but I’ve been firm.” 
 
    “I always knew you had it in you. My mission here isn’t over yet, but I know D Corp is in your very capable hands. Thank you, Mel. I can’t say it enough.” 
 
    “Just let me know when you want to be picked up and I’ll send Arrow your way.” 
 
    “You better be on it when I do.” 
 
    Mel held her gaze. 
 
    “That’s an order.” 
 
    Her friend rolled her eyes. “Fine.” 
 
    Abby gave her a wave and disconnected the call. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Roth caught up Drak and Gnaw once they woke hours later on what had taken place while they’d spent the night on the planet. Commander Bills had discussed many things with their grouping leader. Their situation was supposed to get better, and they’d have a new human male to assign them duties. By the time they left their cabin to eat dinner, Drak was starving. 
 
    They had filled their trays with food and taken a seat at a table when a white-haired male in a gray pilot jumpsuit approached them. He appeared to be an older human with a few thin wrinkles near his eyes and mouth.  
 
    He grinned, visually studying each one of them. “Hello. I’m Clark Yenna. Just call me Clark. My friends do, and I was told you’re more comfortable with being informal. I’m taking over for Bradley Rogers. I wanted to introduce myself and let you know your safety is my number one priority. I’m giving assignments from now on to all the teams. No one is permitted to give you orders unless they come directly from myself or Commander Bills. If someone tries, tell them to go to hell—that’s Earth speak for fuck off—and ignore them.” 
 
    Roth stood and held out his hand in the Earth way of greeting. “Commander Bills spoke of you.” 
 
    The human clasped Roth’s hand firmly and gave it a shake. “He spoke of you, too, and the kind of despicable treatment you’ve had to endure so far since you were assigned here.” Anger took over the male’s face. “I wish I were twenty years younger. I’d beat the tar out of Bradley for how he treated all of you. It gives everyone in the fleet a bad name when someone breaks the rules and takes advantage of their rank to cause misery to others. I’ve been around long enough to remember why the fleet was formed. It was for this kind of opportunity, to work with other species and build stronger alliances. Some humans think we’re the superior race but the truth is, we learned we’re small potatoes in the scheme of things once we took to space. I’m happy to work with the big boys.” 
 
    Gnaw cleared his throat. “Do humans believe we are youths? Your kind has called us boys before. We’re fully matured.” 
 
    Roth growled a warning at him. 
 
    Clark chuckled. “Sorry. Earth speak. Boys is another term we use for men in the fleet. For example, ‘me and the boys like to drink beers.’ That kind of thing. It implies camaraderie.” He glanced at all of them again. “You’re definitely all fully matured. If you were kids, you’d be the ones kicking everyone’s asses on the playground.”  
 
    Drak liked the male, despite not being certain of what all his words meant. Playgrounds were for games. Not fights. He didn’t ask for clarification, though. Humans were strange creatures at times. 
 
    “Would you like to eat with us?” Roth retook his seat. 
 
    Clark sat but didn’t grab food first. “I already ate, but I’d love to get to know all of you. I’m going to be your personal pilot from now on, too, besides being the one assigning your duties. I used to be a tactical team leader in my twenties and thirties but I got too old to fight. My aching joints were kicking my ass more so than whatever enemy I was taking on. I’m a hell of a pilot, though. Not to toot my own horn but I always fly Commander Bills if he’s in the mood to get close to some fighting. Not that he does often anymore. That’s for younger people. Aging sucks.” 
 
    “Why?” Gnaw appeared confused. 
 
    “Aching body parts comes with age in humans. So…I should tell you a little about myself. I’ve never been married…no woman wanted to take me on longer than a few months. I’ve been with the fleet for twenty-six years. When I hit my thirtieth-year mark, I’m going to retire to a nice little colony I have picked out. The weather’s always pleasant there, and it’s become the place to go.” The human grinned. “I hear there’s a lot of single ladies, too. I’m hoping an older one might move in with me once I’m planted in one spot.” 
 
    “You want to find a mate?” Drak asked. 
 
    Clark nodded. “That’s what you call married, right? We won’t be having kids, though. I’ll be a few months shy of turning fifty when I retire. That’s for the younger people too.” He waved toward his lap. “The equipment still works great but I don’t want to be chasing little ones around. That’s why I want to find someone near my age.” 
 
    Gnaw leaned closer. “Does your rod stop working after a certain age with humans?” He pointed at his lap to show what he meant. 
 
    “Sometimes.” Clark laughed. “Rod, huh? We call it a dick. The doctors can fix most problems but I don’t want kids. I have a younger brother who has seven of them. He looks way older than me. I think it was all that chasing and stress from raising two boys and five girls.” 
 
     “That’s interesting,” Roth replied. 
 
    “What about you boys? Are any of you wanting a mate? I read your files. It says you’re all currently single.” 
 
    Roth took that question. “Goupings such as ours have a difficult time finding mates.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Clark appeared genuinely interested. 
 
    Gnaw answered him. “We’re fighters who travel often. Our females prefer males who remain in one place. It’s important to them to keep a stable home for cubs. They also believe it isn’t healthy moving them from place to place or living on ships in space.” 
 
    “That’s relatable.” Clark nodded. “We aren’t that different. No woman wanted to fly all over the place with me, either. It’s tough on them. They want to stick close to family and such. Out here in space, it’s all about who you’re working with and the excitement of the next assignments.” 
 
    Drak noticed the moment Abby entered the cafeteria. She glanced around, met his gaze, and smiled. He stood as she approached. She came right to him and touched his arm. 
 
    “I told you that I’d find you later.” 
 
    He remembered his manners. “This is Clark Yenna, Abby.” 
 
    She turned to give the other human a nod. “I’ve heard good things about you from the commander.” 
 
    “You must be Abby Thomas.” Clark stood and offered her his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Thomas. Glad you made it back safely.” 
 
    Drak didn’t like it when they shook hands. No male should be touching her, but he muted the growl that wanted to burst forth because it was an Earth custom. Veslors didn’t like it when other males touched a female they were interested in, and she’d agreed to let him bare part of his body to her. 
 
    Roth shot him a warning look. Drak understood. They were amongst humans who didn’t understand their ways. He gave a sharp nod to say he understood and wouldn’t attack the male. Clark wasn’t challenging him for Abby’s interest by touching her. It didn’t mean that Drak liked it, though. 
 
    He put his arm around her waist and sat, drawing her onto his lap. That would make it clear to everyone around them that he had a current claim on her. 
 
    Abby flashed him a curious glance but didn’t protest.  
 
    Clark glanced between them and arched his white eyebrows. It created wrinkles on his forehead. 
 
     “Drak and I are very close. He saved my life.” Abby adjusted her body where she perched his lap, getting more comfortable, and then put her arm around his neck, resting her hand on his other shoulder. Her expression grew serious as she stared at Clark. “I should warn you that I’m very protective of Drak and this grouping. Howard swore you’re a great guy who he trusts, but please know I’ll be watching everything. That’s why Rogers is in deep shit. I believe in blunt honesty, Mr. Yenna. There it is. He fucked with them. I busted his balls. You fuck with them in any way, I’ll become your worst nightmare.” 
 
    Clark’s eyes widened but then he laughed. “I like you, Miss Thomas. You’re direct. I’ll be the same. I’m nothing like that slime ball. I heard what Rogers did—all of it. My priority is keeping these boys safe and treating them fairly. You have my word, but you feel free to watch away. I think you’ll be impressed.” 
 
    “You do use a lot of ball terms,” Drak whispered. 
 
    Abby chuckled, turning her head to grin at him. It put her lips very close to his. He glanced at them, the urge to taste them strong, but he resisted. Instead, he peered into her green eyes. They were so beautiful.  
 
    “We do.” She glanced around the table at his grouping, before addressing Clark again. “I came to help them get situated with a decent living situation.” 
 
    Clark’s face scrunched as he looked at Abby. “What’s wrong with their current one?” 
 
    “You mean the one-bedroom cabin they’ve been forced to share since they arrived?” 
 
    “Son of bitch,” Clark sputtered. “Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “I wish I were. I spent a few hours today with the department that assigns cabins. On record, the Veslors were assigned to four different cabins, but the logs only show they’ve accessed one since their arrival. That’s the kind of bullshit Rogers has put them through since.” 
 
    Abby glanced at Roth. “I’ve set up a tour for your grouping to see one of the unused family suites on deck four. They contain three bedrooms with two bathrooms. There’s a fourth room used for an office space. It’s the size of a bedroom, but it doesn’t have a closet. That room does have a door for privacy, though. I’ll also show you four single cabins if you prefer not to share living spaces, like the living area and kitchen. Two of them are side by side and the other two are across the hall but in close proximity. I ordered one of the security officers to meet me there to show them to you. Unfortunately, that’s the best I could do for now. Otherwise, we’ll have to have a few people move to make four cabins available side by side. That could take a few days.” 
 
    Drak tightened his arm around Abby’s waist, liking the feel of her sitting on him and having her close. She smelled good. He also liked that she was fierce in defending his grouping. It aroused him immensely. He tried to suppress it but Gnaw wrinkled his nose when the scent of his oil reached the male closest to him. 
 
    Drak shot him a warning glare to keep silent. Humans couldn’t pick up scents as well as they could. He hadn’t forgotten the warning about females not liking to hear about oil. 
 
    Gnaw grinned but didn’t say a word. 
 
    “I’ll escort them to see the family suite and the cabins.” Clark stood. “It’s my job to take care of these boys.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Drak turned to stare at a human male who had stopped by their table, gawking at Abby perched on his lap. He didn’t like the way the male stared at her. It made him angry. He tensed, and Abby’s arm tightened over his back. 
 
    “Move along,” Clark snapped at the male. “I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than act like an idiot. You’ve seen lots of women sitting on guys’ laps. They’re not breaking any rules. If you’re bored, I can find you plenty of shit to do. I heard gardening always needs people to clean out the fertilizer recyclers.” 
 
    The crew member rushed away.  
 
    Drak was confused but Abby laughed. “I think I’m going to like you, Yenna.” 
 
    “Call me Clark.” 
 
    “Abby,” she responded in kind. She released Drak and stood. “I’ll take them to tour their new sleeping options. No offense, but I can get it sorted out faster than you can.” 
 
    “It’s my job to make sure my men are taken care of,” Clark protested. 
 
    “You have to go through official channels, which means filing requests and then waiting for approval to have them moved from where they’re currently staying. It can take a few days. I just hack through the bullshit, and as the official personal assistant to the commander, no one tries to stop me.” She smiled and moved to Drak’s side. “If I do it, it will only be a matter of them packing their belongs and moving right away.” 
 
    Clark grinned and shook his head. “Well, shit. You’re going to be handy to have around, Abby. Can you do you anything about which transports I’ll be flying them around in? I like the newer models. Not that I can’t fly anything on this boat but we might as well get the best.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll make it happen, Clark.” 
 
    Abby turned to Drak and started to speak, but then faced Roth. “You’re the grouping leader. Would you like to tour a family suite and then the single-bedroom cabins?” 
 
    Roth nodded, getting to his feet. “We’d appreciate that. It’s been difficult sharing a cramped sleeping area.” He shot Drak an amused look but didn’t say why.  
 
    Drak felt relief. 
 
    They left the cafeteria. Drak noticed the attention from the humans who watched them depart. Clark said he’d see them first thing in the morning and they’d go over the details of their next shift on the surface.  
 
    Once they were alone with Abby and in a lift to take them to the fourth level, she took his hand. He liked it. Hers felt small and fragile. 
 
    She addressed Roth. “What do you think of Clark Yenna? If he gives you any trouble, treats you anything like Rogers did, please tell me right away.” 
 
    Roth nodded. “I promised I’d inform Commander Bills if there is a problem. We’re having meals together now.” 
 
    “He told me.” Abby squeezed Drak’s hand, peering up at him. “Did you get enough sleep today?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” She glanced around at his grouping. “Once again, thank you so much for everything you did to save me.” Her gaze fixed on Roth. “And for making sure there were shuttles on the surface after the sun came up.” 
 
    “We always keep our word,” Roth replied in a firm voice. 
 
    The lift doors opened and Abby released Drak’s hand. He missed touching her. She pulled out a small data pad from one of her loose pockets and tapped at it, walking to the left of the corridor. “The security officer should be waiting for us ahead. He’s got access to the spaces I wanted to show you.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Abby stood back and watched the Veslors take in the generous-sized family suite. They seemed to be impressed. The living space alone had to be twice the size of her entire cabin. She was grateful there were a few available choices. It seemed Defcon Red didn’t have many families onboard. The one she’d chosen was the largest model with the enclosed office option.  
 
    “I can have the office furniture moved out and replaced with an adult bedroom set if you chose this suite,” she called out to them. “Is not having a closet in there going to be a problem?” 
 
    Gnaw grinned at her, showing off a lot of his teeth. “No. There is so much room.” 
 
    “Is two bathrooms going to be enough?” She worried, wanting them to be happy. 
 
    Maith snorted. “We’ve been sharing one. Two is a luxury.” 
 
    Drak walked up to her and she peered into his eyes. He smiled. “We like this. It is much nicer than what we had. I’ll take the room without the closet.” 
 
    “No,” Roth objected. “We’ll give you the room with the private bathroom.” 
 
    “Why does he get it?” Gnaw growled. “I thought you’d take it since it’s the largest.” 
 
    Roth jerked his head toward Drak and Abby, and Gnaw gave a nod. 
 
    She frowned at Drak.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “It will give us more privacy, since you’ve agreed to spend time with me.” 
 
    That was sweet. She felt her cheeks heat a little but didn’t say anything. It seemed his grouping was aware of their shared attraction, and even approved. 
 
    “I’ll take the room without the closet,” Maith offered. “Do I get a big bed like the others?” 
 
    Abby tore her attention off Drak to answer him. “Yes. The previous tenants must have had teenage children, since there aren’t single-size beds in the bedrooms. Those can be uncomfortable for tall people.” 
 
    “We’re aware,” Gnaw came closer. “Our feet hung off our bunks.” 
 
    She inwardly cursed Rogers once again. He’d really gone out of his way to make the Veslors miserable aboard Defcon Red. She felt zero sympathy for him or his team for being reassigned to another post. It would look bad on their service record, at least. “Do you want to see the single-bedroom cabins?” 
 
    Roth came to her. “No. We like this. It fits our exact needs.” 
 
    She didn’t blame them for wanting to stick together after the hell they’d faced so far. “I’ll order the furniture exchange for the office right now. They knew to expect it if you chose this suite.” She pulled out her pad, sending the message. The response came fast. “They’re doing it now. I figure they’ll be here in an hour. It will give you time to grab your belongings and return. I’ll stay here to allow them access in case you’re not back yet. I’ve also updated the system. This family suite is officially yours! From now on, the scan locks will work for the four of you. I left you access to your other cabin for the next twenty-four hours while you move.” 
 
    “It will only take us minutes,” Roth informed her. “We can pack fast and be back right away.” 
 
    Abby turned to the security officer. “Thank you. You’re dismissed. We won’t be viewing other cabins.” 
 
    The crew member nodded and exited.  
 
    Drak stepped closer to Abby’s side. “I’ll wait with you. Gnaw, will you pack my belongings and bring them?” 
 
    The male grinned. “Yes.” 
 
    Abby watched the three Veslors leave and lifted her chin to peer up at Drak. They were alone…and she’d thought about him all day. It had been hell waiting for the onboard computer to alert her that he had left his cabin and gone to the cafeteria. 
 
    Not that she was going to admit to watching him like that. It seemed stalkerish. 
 
    Drak smiled at her. “Thank you for giving us this.” 
 
    “This is where you should have been assigned when you first came onboard. Rogers really is an asshole.” 
 
    He studied her, not answering.  
 
    Abby wasn’t exactly uneasy with the silence but she was curious what he was thinking. She decided to just ask. “You’re quiet. What’s going on inside your head?” 
 
    “I want to comfort you but I’m unsure if you really meant it.” 
 
    “The ‘bare your upper body to me’ thing?” She grinned. “I’d really like that.” 
 
    A low growl rumbled from him. It was sexy. Especially when those emerald green eyes of his narrowed and he licked his lips, his gaze lowering to her mouth. She hoped he wanted to kiss her. She shoved her mini data pad in a pocket and reached up, gently placing her hands on his chest. He was solidly built and felt very firm under the shirt he wore.  
 
    “I planned to research your females after I woke, before I ate, but didn’t have time.” 
 
    “What do you want to know? Just ask me.” 
 
    “I’m unsure if you want to copulate with me or only expect me to hold you. There’s no confusion with Veslors. You’re a human, though, and they are often confusing.” 
 
    He was so sexy. “Copulate, huh? How do the women from your race let you know if they’re interested in more than being held?” 
 
    He hesitated. “It’s easier to show you. I won’t hurt you. Will you allow it?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m game. I trust you.” 
 
    He reached up and took one of her hands still on his chest. “Come with me.” 
 
    “We need to stay here to let in the movers coming with the new bedroom set.” 
 
    “They can wait for my grouping to return. They’ll be fast. Most of our things are still in bags. There was only one closet.” 
 
    She let him lead her into the master bedroom, closing the door behind them. Then he locked it. Drak released her hand, his heated gaze traveling down her body. “Remove the data pad and anything else from your pockets.” 
 
    Her heart raced and she grinned. “Okay.” She removed it, her identification badge, and the protection spray she’d started carrying around the ship once she realized some fleet members hated her. He spotted the small canister as she moved to the nightstand, placing the items there. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Protection spray. It will drop a person if you hit them in the face with it. It nearly knocks them out once they breathe it in, but not quite. It also hurts their skin, in case they see it coming and try to hold their breath. It’s nonlethal.” 
 
    “Why do you carry it?” 
 
    “A lot of women do.” At least she did. “I’m not trained to use weapons. Some guys can be dangerous. The spray can take them down if they are.” 
 
    He snarled low. “Your males attack females often enough for your people to create something like that?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it happens sometimes. And I’m not especially liked.” She wanted to change the subject fast and approached him, stopping close. “Show me how your females let you know they’re interested in this…copulation.” 
 
    That seemed to mellow his anger. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    That excited her instead, wondering what he’d do. He backed up a bit and then ran his gaze down her body again, making a low growling noise. Then he stalked closer, rounded her, and brushed his body against hers lightly. He stopped behind her, sniffed, and lowered his head, nuzzling her neck with his nose while a new sound came from him. 
 
    It was a low purr. 
 
    His hands were on her next, running over her outfit at the waist and her back. His touch was firm as he caressed her, and she swore she felt the light rake of claws. He was gentle though. She remembered him showing her those claws inside the cavern when they’d been trapped. They were obviously retractable, and he could sheath them. He could have torn right through her clothing but he didn’t. Her body responded, her nipples beading and butterflies filling her belly. It was super-hot. 
 
    Drak released her as he stepped in front of her. “A female would attack a male right now if he held still the way you did, telling him she was interested too.” 
 
    “Why attack? How?” 
 
    “She’d try to take him to the ground. We fight back without hurting her and pin her beneath us. It’s a test to make certain we’re stronger than the female, and worthy.” 
 
    “What if she’s stronger and pins him?” 
 
    “The female would reject copulating with him. She’d stalk away from him in disappointment.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s harsh. Men who can pin a woman can have sex with her?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s made her interest known. It’s why our females always approach the males, and not the other way around.” 
 
    “It’s all up to them, then?” 
 
    “We show interest first with looks, sniffing at them if they are near, and body language.” 
 
    “Like you just showed me?” 
 
    “No. Males don’t touch females until after they approach us.” He backed up more and ran his heated gaze down her body. It was purely sexual. Then he smiled big enough to flash his teeth, expanding his impressive chest. “I’m saying I’m interested.” 
 
    Abby grinned. “I’m a fast learner. Let’s see how I do, expressing that I’m interested in copulating with you. I’ll skip the growling, though, since I’m not a Veslor.” 
 
    Surprise crossed his face. 
 
    She walked up to him, rounded him, brushing her body against his slowly. A low purr came from him as she reached his back. He was too tall to sniff at his neck or nuzzle it the way he had hers, but she put her hands on him, running them along his hip and back. She even dug in her fingernails enough to make him feel them through his shirt. She inhaled his scent. He smelled really good, and she moaned.  
 
    His entire body tensed, and that purring sound grew deeper. It was sensual, and it turned her on more. She moved around him, making sure she kept brushing against his body. Once she was standing in front of him, she let her hands flatten on his chest, smiling.  
 
    “The bed is over there. You’re going to have to back up closer to it if you want me to give you a push hard enough to knock you over. If I’m able. You’re a big guy.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh or smile back. “This is as far as we’ll go with Veslor mating habits. I won’t wrestle with you, Abby. You’d be injured. Take off your clothing. I don’t want to tear them.” 
 
    She liked that he was demanding, since she often found herself in charge of a relationship. And that deep voice made her so wet. She reached up, unfastening the front of her shirt. She kicked off her shoes while she stripped.  
 
    Drak bent, tearing off his boots and tossed them aside. He reached for his shirt next.  
 
    The sight of his muscled arms, chest, and ripped upper body took her breath away. He had to have the best one she’d even seen. She couldn’t wait to touch him to see how soft that thin layer of fur felt.  
 
    Abby unclipped her bra, shrugged it off, and reached for her pants. Those were easy to get off. She removed her panties, too, but Drak had paused his hands over the front of his waist, his pants still on. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She hoped he didn’t change his mind. She wasn’t extremely fit the way he was. 
 
    “I’ve seen one of your males drop his pants. Veslors are different.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    His features harshened and a low snarl erupted. “How? What male bared himself to you?” 
 
    She wondered if he was jealous. If so, that was cute. “No one did. I’m friends with Vivian, remember? She’s mated and has shared a few facts with me. Including some physical differences between human and Veslor men in that department.” 
 
    His features smoothed out. “Apologies. My grouping knows of my interest in you. I had wondered if any of the trading Veslors you had met offered you comfort.” 
 
    “None of them did. I saw Brassi comfort Vivian, though. The holding thing. Not them having sex.” Her attention focused on his chest. “You have a more muscular physic than he does.” 
 
    He smiled then. “We’re fighters. They are traders. All Veslors can defend themselves but my grouping prides ourselves on our strength and endurance during a battle. It tends to give us extra muscles.” 
 
    “I appreciate the visual results,” she admitted. 
 
    Drak unfastened his pants and shoved them down. He did it in a way that hid what he was exposing, bending almost in half. He was certainly flexible. She appreciated that, too. He raised his face to watch her as he lifted his feet to move the pants from around his ankles—and then flashed her a naughty grin. There was a teasing glint in his bright green eyes. 
 
    He straightened after he’d kicked them away, boldly displaying his body for her.  
 
    Abby could only think of three words.  
 
    Best. Sight. Ever.  
 
    It also suddenly made sense why Brad Rogers and his team hated the Veslors so deeply. Maybe they’d seen their new team members naked. None of them had a hope of winning a dick-measuring contest with a Veslor. Drak not only had length in his favor, but girth. Some women might be daunted by that…but not her. Abby was up for the challenge. 
 
    She drew closer to Drak. Her heart was pounding and she wanted to put her hands all over him.  
 
    “I don’t want to frighten you,” he growled softly. “I’ll go very slow.” 
 
    “I’m pretty brave…and not feeling an ounce of fear at the moment.” Abby smiled at him. “I know you won’t hurt me. Show me how Veslors copulate.” 
 
    He reached for her, his hands curving around her hips. “No. You’re too delicate. I’ll be gentle with you. We’re capable of it.” 
 
    “But not with each other?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Pregnant Veslor mates are treated very tenderly by their males. Copulation isn’t always aggressive with the males and females of my race.” 
 
    “Okay.” As long as he touched her, whatever made him more comfortable was fine with Abby.  
 
    She put her hands on his chest, loving the feel of his velvety fur, as she suspected she might. It was so soft against her fingertips and palms, but under that thin surface was solid muscled Veslor. “Do Veslors kiss?” 
 
    “We can. I’ve seen some of your kind tangling tongues in the bar.” 
 
    “Accurate description, I guess.”  
 
    He surprised her by lifting her right off her feet and carrying her to the bed. Then he lowered her onto it. “Talking is killing me. I need you, Abby.” 
 
    She reached up and cupped his face, loving the feel of his skin there, too. He was extremely masculine but felt as soft as velvet to her light touch. She licked her lips and went for his mouth. He eagerly met her halfway, their mouths coming together. 
 
    She may have kissed him, but he picked it up quickly, becoming the more dominant. 
 
    Her body heated fast and began to ache in all the right places. One of his hands began to roam and explore her hip, side, and finally cupping one of her breasts. He growled as he explored the soft mound, brushing the tip of his thumb over her nipple. It beaded, and he tore his mouth from hers to glance at it. 
 
    “Normal,” she panted, wanting to kiss him again, and she tugged on his face. 
 
    He pulled out of her hold and lowered himself a little, adjusting his bigger body to pin her under him. He kept her legs closed with his, though, and she felt the thick, hot, hard weight of his cock against her thigh.  
 
    His mouth sealed over her nipple and he gently sucked. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his hair, moaning. 
 
    He grew a little more aggressive, became a little rougher. She liked it even more. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Drak made that purring noise, only now she could feel the vibrations it caused throughout his body since it was pressed against hers. He released her breast and blew warm breath across the surface. Her nipple beaded even tighter. 
 
    He began to run his mouth and tongue lower, over her ribs to her stomach. Then he lifted his body. “Open for me.” 
 
    The gruffly spoken command had her instantly spreading her thighs. She was onboard with him seeing anything he wanted to see of her. She was curious herself, and hoped to get a chance to examine parts of him more closely. But later.  
 
    He lowered even more, helping her adjust her legs out of his way as she bent them up a bit, exposing her sex to him. 
 
    She really hoped nothing he saw turned him off. “Am I very different from your females?” 
 
    “Smaller. Pink.” He growled the words. “Very appealing. I love your scent when you’re needing. You’ve already become wet.” 
 
    “I do need you, Drak.” 
 
    Drak lifted his head, his striking gaze locking with hers. “You want me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He surprised her when he suddenly moved away, rolled her onto her stomach on the bed, and then dragged her toward the end of it. There was a loud thump when he landed on the floor on his knees, but then he was behind her. Abby found herself bent over the bed with the big Veslor behind her.  
 
    “I’ll be gentle.” 
 
    No extended foreplay. That disappointed her a little, but she didn’t complain. She definitely was ready for sex. He gripped her hips, adjusting her a little higher so her hips were firmly on the curve where the bed ended. He used his leg to part hers a few inches. He released her hip with one hand and slid it between them. 
 
    Then she felt his cock brush against her slit. 
 
    She knew she was wet. She really wanted Drak, but she’d never been turned on to this degree. 
 
    He slowly pushed forward, pressing against her vaginal opening. Then he was pushing inside her. 
 
    Abby clawed at the bedding, rocking to take more of him. He was big. Thick. Really hard. And there was no resistance. Not with her being so wet. It was a tight fit as their bodies came together.  
 
    Drak released her hip and grabbed at the bedding, too. His claws came out. She glimpsed them, glad it was the bed that felt them, instead of her skin—thank god. Blood play wasn’t a form of foreplay that interested her. 
 
    That purring sound he made became a loud rumbling. 
 
    He pushed deeper inside her body. Something brushed against her clit, startling her. It felt strange, stiff, but felt wet, too.  
 
    Drak froze when she did. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    She barely understood him. His words were very snarled, more of a growl. “No.” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    A little gratitude flashed through her mind, knowing that her body could handle someone his size. Then he withdrew and pushed back inside. Whatever had touched her clit rubbed up against it. Abby’s eyes widened as he started to gently rock his hips against her ass, fucking her deep in tight thrusts. A moan of sheer pleasure tore from her. She fisted the bedding tighter. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He lowered his chest over her back, pressed tighter against her, and effectively pinned her under him. His hands sought hers, covering them. His claws were still out but he didn’t touch her with them. He began to move faster, the purring noise louder. 
 
    Ecstasy had Abby going mindless. Drak overloaded her senses with pleasure. His cock was perfect, hitting every “oh god” spot that existed inside her pussy, while something rode her clit at the same time. 
 
    Her climax struck with a near brutal force. 
 
      
 
    Drak lost the last of his control as Abby cried out his name, her body bucking under his, and her tight slit squeezing his rod to an almost painful degree. He’d never felt anything so good. He rode her even harder, releasing his seed. He buried his face against her and grit his teeth together to avoid biting, though the urge was there. He spilled more seed, the pleasure enough to nearly make him black out.  
 
    He quickly recovered. Abby was small, and he was on top of her, probably crushing her upper body with his. He lifted a little to ease most of his weight off her. They both breathed heavily. His seed sac throbbed but it was in the best way.  
 
    “Abby,” he rasped, brushing a kiss on her shoulder. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” she panted. “You did ruin me for life for other men.” 
 
    Alarm struck him, and he released her hands, gently using his fingers to grasp her chin as he leaned in to get a look at her face. He had to push back some of her hair. Her beautiful green eyes looked sleepy but a big grin curved her lips. 
 
    He forced himself to calm. She wouldn’t appear happy if he’d harmed her. “What does that mean, that I ruined you?” 
 
    “Best sex ever.” 
 
    He grinned back. “Yes, it was.” 
 
    She wiggled her ass against his hips. “You still feel extremely hard. I guess Veslors don’t soften right after sex? I mean copulation. I know you came. I could feel it.” 
 
    “I’m inside you. I won’t soften until I separate our bodies.” 
 
    “Don’t.” She stretched, shifted a little, and reached up to put her hand over his. “You feel good right where you are. I want to do that again as soon as I catch my breath. I do have a question, though.” 
 
    “Ask me anything.” 
 
    “What was that against my clit? Do you have a second cock down there? One to go inside and one under it to rub up against me?” 
 
    It took him a few seconds to figure out what she meant. “It’s a yunce.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Drak hesitated. “I didn’t want to tell you, since I know your males don’t have one.” 
 
    “We just had really great sex.” She caressed his hand and smiled at him again. “If you’re afraid you’re going to scare me, stop. That’s not happening.” 
 
    “We have a seed sac. Your males have one, too, but they call them balls. I have…cartilage that protects my seed sac in a fight in the front and back. That’s what you felt. The top one.” 
 
    “Whatever it was, I liked it.” She winked.  
 
    He laughed. “I’m glad.” 
 
    She wiggled her ass against him again. “Recovered. How about you? Ready to do that again?” 
 
    “Yes.” Drak started to move. It felt so good to get lost in Abby. There was so much pleasure. 
 
    He wanted to keep her. There was no doubt in his mind. Whatever differences they had, he was motivated to bridge them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Abby stretched, sitting up in bed. The warm body that had been wrapped around her from behind as she’d slept was gone. The light in the bathroom was on, the door open, but no sound came from in there. She glanced at the rumpled bed, feeling disappointment. Drak had left her alone. 
 
    She silently called herself an idiot. She’d expected to wake with Drak still in bed. They’d had sex half a dozen times before they’d pulled back the sheets to go to sleep, and he’d spooned her. Exhaustion had put her right to sleep. 
 
    A glance at the clock on the nightstand told her it was early morning. She’d slept without waking until that moment. 
 
    She just hoped Drak hadn’t fled to avoid “the morning after.” 
 
    The clothes she’d hastily shed onto his bedroom floor would be a wrinkled mess. She’d have do the walk of shame back to her cabin alone. 
 
    Would he try to avoid her now? Did he regret what they’d done together? 
 
    “Damn it.” She sighed, getting out of bed, and entered the bathroom. One look in the mirror made her flinch. Her hair was a wild mess and her mouth appeared a little swollen. Drak had kissed the hell out of her between bouts of sex. 
 
    He’d also bent her over, taking her from behind every time. It seemed to be his sexual position of choice, but she hadn’t suggested changing it up since that yunce thing totally did it for her.  
 
    She quickly showered, realizing it had recently been used since the space was still damp before she turned it on. Once clean, she dried off and wrapped a towel around her body. 
 
    Her mind went to other possibilities for why she’d woken up alone. Maybe he had a shift on the planet. Maybe Veslors didn’t know it was polite to wake a woman to tell her he had to work before leaving. Maybe he liked to work out first thing. 
 
    “This is what you get for doing an alien,” she whispered, going to her discarded clothing and picking them up. “A ton of questions and not enough answers.” 
 
    The door behind her opened and she straightened and spun around. Drak entered wearing black loose pants that rode low on his hips, and he held a tray. The smell of food hit her. He smiled as he kicked the door closed behind him. 
 
    “You are awake.” He came right to her. “I had planned to do that with food. I’m certain you must be as hungry as I am. I ate before we came here yesterday but I didn’t know if you had.” 
 
    She dropped the clothes in her hands and glanced at what was on the tray. Two plates full of breakfast. There were omelets, bacon, toast, and hash browns…foods typically enjoyed by humans. The smell of coffee told her what was inside the two dark mugs. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Good.” He moved to the bed and placed the tray in the middle, sitting next to it.  
 
    She took a seat on the other side. “This was so sweet of you. Did you run to the cafeteria? This isn’t from the food dispenser.” She glanced at his bare feet. 
 
    “No. I asked Gnaw to go. He felt bad for me.” 
 
    She cocked her head, picking up one of the mugs. It was hot enough that she had to blow on it. “Why?” She tried to emotionally brace herself in case he told her that he regretted the night they’d shared. 
 
    He smiled instead, though. “Roth was upset with me.” 
 
    She took a sip of the coffee. “Oh? I got the impression he was okay with me staying the night with you. They gave you this room, after all.” 
 
    “He is. This may be strange for you, but…humans are mostly solitary. As a grouping, we aren’t. He has some concerns about us being together.” 
 
    Abby mentally braced to hear something that might hurt her feelings again. “Okay. What are they?” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “I’d like for what we shared to be more than just last night, Drak. Where do you stand?” 
 
    He held her gaze. “I’m sitting.”  
 
    Abby opened her mouth. 
 
    A deep chuckle came from him. “I thought you would laugh. I understand your meaning. I want to keep you in my life, and my bed.” All humor left his expression. “I feel possessive of you, and if you were a Veslor, I would have mated you last night. That’s where I…stand.” 
 
    She took another sip of coffee and swallowed hard. “So this is serious between us. I feel that way too.” 
 
    “You agree to be my mate?” His eyes flashed with an emotion she couldn’t read. 
 
    “We need to get to know each other a little better first but I’m open to that happening in the future.” 
 
    His expression shuttered. “I understand. Humans are much slower at making those decisions.” 
 
    “They are. So what are Roth’s concerns?” 
 
    “We’re fighters.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “We travel often. Veslor females don’t. It’s almost instinctual for them to want to build a home on a planet and remain in it for all their lives. Roth fears that if we mate, you’ll demand we settle on a planet. That would mean we couldn’t do what we love.” 
 
    Abby thought over his words. “I travel a lot for work. I have for years. I’m living on Defcon Red right now because I wanted to be here. I don’t want to remain on this ship forever, but I’m not overly attached to living on Earth. To be honest, I think you and your grouping would be miserable there. I wouldn’t ask you to move there if we mated. I can do my usual job from anywhere. My department is currently being run by one of my best friends. D Corp hires good people.” 
 
    “You would be open to traveling as my mate?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Roth will be relieved.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile. “What about you?” 
 
    He grew solemn. “I want you for my mate. It would hurt deeply to leave my grouping but mates come first.” 
 
    “I’d never ask you to separate from them. Thanks to Vivian, I understand how close groupings are, and you matter to each other maybe even more than a typical family does. You live, work, and grow old together.” 
 
    “What about cubs? Do you want to have any if we mate?” 
 
    She studied him. “Does Roth want to know, or is that you asking?” 
 
    “Both. I would like to have cubs with you but not right away. This current job worries me because of how much humans don’t like us. I’d worry that they’d be a danger to you and our cub when I wasn’t around to protect you. Roth is worried about the future of our grouping if any of us takes a mate.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For the reason I stated. Veslor females don’t travel. They nest in one place, on a planet, and raise their young.” 
 
    “Right.” She put the coffee down and picked up a fork, starting to eat. “I’d like to have kids. Or cubs. I think Klad is the cutest baby I’ve ever seen. That’s Vivian and Brassi’s cub. They make it work living on the Brar. From what I’ve heard, it’s not even an overly large ship. I agree with not having a cub right away. I’m a firm believer in a couple spending a few years together before adding to their family.” 
 
    He started to eat, watching her closely. Abby knew there was something else on his mind. She swallowed her bite and cleared her throat. 
 
    “What else? Just say it, Drak. I believe in total honesty if we’re going to be a couple. That’s very important to me. My parents are happily married because they always talk, and are open about how they feel, what they think, and that’s what makes their relationship work. I want the same thing.” 
 
    “I do as well. Will it bother you living with my grouping?” 
 
    “No. I think it’s pretty cool. Do I like Roth in our business? Not really. But I understand. Your decisions affect them all. I respect that. Part of me even longs for it. My parents and I are close, but the truth is, I don’t get to see them in person often. They’re busy. I’m busy, too. It’s nice to think of having family living with us around the clock if we mate. I’m just glad we have some privacy.” 
 
    His tense body relaxed. “They would become your grouping if we mate.” 
 
    “I know. Vivian explained that part to me, too. She gained several brothers when she mated to Brassi. His grouping has also been a huge help with raising Klad.” 
 
    “Yes. They would love our cubs as if they belonged to them as well.” 
 
    “I think the only reason Vivian asked me to be godmother to Klad was so he’d have a woman around if anything ever happens to her. None of Brassi’s grouping have mated yet. She told me they’d help me raise Klad, and it was clear they came as a package deal.” 
 
    He cocked his head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be taking Klad to live on Earth. I’d stay with Brassi’s grouping.” 
 
    He frowned. “Our mating could interfere with your godmother duties.” 
 
    “I’m hoping some of Brassi’s grouping become mated soon. I know one of them really wants to find a human.” 
 
    A low growl tore from him, and his hold on his fork tightened. 
 
    “What did I say that made you angry?” 
 
    “The male probably wants you. He can’t have you.” 
 
    There was that jealousy again. “I know you said you feel possessive of me. Well, you have me. I’m here.” She jerked her head toward the rest of the bed and the messed-up sheets. “I feel pretty darn claimed after last night.” 
 
    All the anger faded, and he smiled. “You are.” He quickly sobered. “I don’t like when other males touch you.” 
 
    She flashed back to meeting Clark Yenna. “Is that why you put me on your lap yesterday? To stake your claim?” 
 
    She swore Drak blushed. “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing that I like sitting on your lap then.” She winked. “Got it. I don’t have to shake anyone’s hand if it makes you feel that way. A nod their way will do from now on. I can compromise. I take it that goes both ways? You won’t be touching other women?” 
 
    “You are the only female for me.” 
 
    She knew Veslors committed for life, didn’t cheat, and he’d already said he wanted her to become his mate. “Good. We have that settled, at least. Are there any other things that concern Roth?” 
 
    “Mostly, he worries that you’ll lure me into leaving our grouping or demand we settle to live on a planet if we mated. Fighting is what we love. It’s what we do. One day we’ll settle, but we have many years ahead of us before we’ve saved enough to be financially set for the rest of our lives. I want you to be assured that I can always care for you, Abby. You’ll never want for anything as my mate.” 
 
    Abby kept quiet, not wanting to remind him that if they mated, money would never be a problem for him or his grouping again. That was one more aspect she liked about Drak. He didn’t seem to understand how much she was worth. He just wanted her. 
 
    She dug into her food, finishing most of it. Drak cleaned his plate. It didn’t surprise her that he had a huge appetite, considering he had to feed that muscled body of his. “What time do you have to work today?” She glanced at the clock. “I have a meeting with Howard soon.” 
 
    “We’re meeting with Clark in a few hours.” 
 
    “I should probably get dressed and go to my cabin then. I can’t exactly meet the commander in what I wore yesterday.” 
 
    “I will walk you there.” 
 
    Abby liked that he was so considerate. “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    Drak stood, staring down at her. He got that look on his face again that said he was thinking about something, probably wanted to say something, but he didn’t. 
 
    “What are you thinking now? Tell me.” 
 
    “I’d like for you to sleep here from now on.” 
 
    Abby managed to keep her jaw from dropping. “You want me to move in with you?” 
 
    “Yes. You need reassurances that we are good together before you agree to become my mate. The best way is for you to live with me.” 
 
    She finished the rest of her coffee and stood, peering up at him. “How about if I bring some clothes here and we sleep together at night? It’s almost like living together, and I admit, I totally want a repeat of last night.” Her gaze dropped to the front of his pants. “I never got a chance to get a good look at you down there. That’s the plan tonight.” 
 
    He stepped closer and cupped her face with his hands to kiss her. It wasn’t a deeply passionate one, but more on the sweet side. He broke the kiss, his gaze locked with hers. “I look forward to it. Imprint yourself to this suite. That way you have unlimited access.” 
 
    He was basically giving her a key to his place. “I’ll do that today. I’ll also imprint you on my cabin.” 
 
    He smiled, releasing her face. “I will think about you while we’re apart.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I’ll be thinking about you, too. I’m going to get dressed. You probably should put on shoes and a shirt. Otherwise, we’re going to draw some stares while you escort me to my cabin.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to leave, either, but we both have responsibilities. Life. It is what it is.” 
 
    “I only work a seven-hour shift today. Roth spoke to Clark Yenna earlier.” 
 
    “Are you going down to the planet?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Clark is flying you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She was relieved. “I’ll be waiting for you when you’re off shift.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    He backed away, going to the large bag she hadn’t noticed until then. Not only had he gotten breakfast but he must have retrieved his belongings from Gnaw while she slept. 
 
    She bent, grabbed her clothes from the floor again, dropped her towel, and quickly dressed. 
 
    * * * * * * 
 
    Abby ended up being five minutes late to her meeting. Howard sat behind his desk, a scowl on his face as he read something on a data pad. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    He looked up and sighed. “Just minor annoyances.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have fired your personal assistant. Are you ready to take me back yet?” 
 
    “Abby…” 
 
    “I told you that I’m staying. I might as well work. At least let me do it while Drak is on shift. Otherwise, I’ll be bored.” 
 
    He set the data pad down. “You weren’t in your cabin last night. I stopped by to check on you.” 
 
    “No.” She took a seat. “I spent the night with Drak. He and his grouping love the family suite I found for them.” 
 
    “Clark informed me.” He leaned back more in his chair, his gaze scrutinizing her. “You slept with Drak? Did any issues arise? No pun intended.” 
 
    “Do you really want me to answer that?” 
 
    “Yes. Yesterday morning you showed me pictures of a Veslor child, stating you might want to have a few. I don’t think it’s too far out of line for me to be concerned about how it went between you and Drak. He’s an alien. I’m responsible for you, after all.” 
 
    Abby was grateful that he cared about her wellbeing. “No issues. We totally did the deed. Do you want to know his rating on a scale of one to ten?” 
 
    Howard scowled again. “No. I just wanted to make certain you don’t need to go see a doctor. Or talk to someone on staff for mental trauma.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m absolutely fine.” 
 
    “I’m not so certain I am. Right now, I’m grateful you’re not actually my daughter. It would be even more uncomfortable to have this conversation.” 
 
    “It’s all good. Drak asked me to move in with him.” 
 
    Howard gawked at her. 
 
    “Veslors don’t need a lot of time when they think they’ve found their mate.” 
 
    “Shit.” Howard appeared utterly shocked. “Your parents are going to flip out. You’re mating to him already? Don’t you think that’s a little hasty?” 
 
    “Not right away. I told him I need more time before we made that lifelong commitment. Veslors don’t have divorces. It’s until death do them part. I did pack an overnight bag and plan to sleep with him again tonight.” 
 
    Howard blushed. “I didn’t need to know that.” 
 
    “The point is, we’re together. I’m staying on Defcon Red. Do you want me to at least work while the Veslors are on shifts?” She glanced at the discarded data pad. “Is that something I can handle?” 
 
    Howard followed her gaze. “I was looking at possible candidates to replace you. I’m not happy with the options available. It looks like I’m going to have to send for a new assistant. It could take weeks for them to be transported here.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m not leaving then.” She stood. “I’ll get the ball rolling to find you a good replacement, though, before the Veslors leave. Any idea how long they’re assigned to Defcon Red?” 
 
    Howard hesitated. “The situation on the planet below won’t be wrapped up anytime soon. We can’t abandon the colonists. They’d be wiped out in a matter of weeks if we weren’t sending teams down there to take out the threat. We’re looking at months more, if not longer.” 
 
    “Then there’s no rush to find a replacement for me.” She smiled. “Would you like some coffee? I’ll get to work.” 
 
    Howard sighed. “I have a meeting in ten minutes with a few of the department heads. They always feed us at those things. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need to take with you?” 
 
    “No. It’s just them updating me. I get to listen. I don’t have to study reports this time or ream them for anything I find fault with.” 
 
    “So it’s a good day for them.” She winked. “I’ll be at my desk.” She walked to the door. 
 
    “Abby?” 
 
    She turned.  
 
    “Are you sure about Drak?” 
 
    “I am. He’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    “Then I’m happy for you, and I hope it works. Your parents, though…” 
 
    “They’ll be thrilled if I fall in love with a guy who loves me for me. They’ve always said they just want me to be happy. Bottom line.” 
 
    “What about D Corp? I’m aware that your parents hope you’ll take the reins when they eventually retire.” 
 
    “They’re both workaholics. It’s not going to happen anytime soon. I’ll work that out later. My department can handle anything while I’m gone. Do you know how many work trips I take each year to colonies or space stations? Dozens. Working via communications to Earth is normal for me. That’s the only reason I could be here now.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    She went to her desk and took a seat, going over incoming messages for the commander to prioritize them, and he left for his meeting minutes later. 
 
    Abby’s thoughts kept straying to Drak. She might make a trip to one of the control stations to make sure Clark Yenna was actually piloting them to the surface.  
 
    Her mission still wasn’t over. She was going to look out for the Veslors. Now her motivation to do so had increased a thousand-fold. Nothing could happen to Drak. She wouldn’t let it, now that they’d found each other. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Abby finished responding to messages from D Corp and stood from the table where she’d worked in her cabin that evening. Mel only sent her the priority clients who demanded to hear back from a Thomas. Some of them were elitist jerks who thought they’d only receive quality service from one of the owners. Or in her case, the owners’ daughter.  
 
    Clark Yenna had contacted Abby to let her know the Veslor grouping would be spending a second shift down on the planet. With Team One being pulled off rotation, they were needed. It scared her that Drak was down on the surface fighting those worm beasts at night. Cadia would be searching for food. His team would be protecting the settlement and the colonists living there. 
 
    Abby stood and entered her bedroom, packing some clothing into one of her suitcases. The distraction didn’t help lessen her worry. As badass as the Veslors were, Drak could get hurt. He was a fighter, though. She’d known that before deciding to get involved with him. 
 
    “Just deal with it,” she muttered. “You like him as he is.” 
 
    Clark had promised to let her know when he picked up the grouping from the surface. She kept her communications device close. Abby had every intention of meeting Drak inside his family suite when he returned. She finished packing and lifted the case, leaving her cabin. 
 
    Some of the crew gave her odd looks as she passed them going to the lift. Abby ignored them. It wasn’t any of their business why she was moving that many clothes. She went to the level where Drak had relocated and stepped out of the lift, almost slamming into a security guard. 
 
    He frowned, glancing at her suitcase. “What’s in that?” 
 
    “Some of my clothes.”  
 
    His gaze lifted to her face. “I wasn’t informed of a cabin change. Who are you?” 
 
    She reached inside her pocket and withdrew her ID. “Abby Thomas, personal assistant to Commander Bills.” 
 
    He blocked her path, lifting his communications device as he read her ID. 
 
    “You won’t find a cabin change order. I’m spending a few days with my boyfriend. Am I breaking fleet protocol by walking around with a suitcase?” 
 
    He scowled. “No. It’s just unusual. It’s my job to investigate.” 
 
    She wanted to roll her eyes but refrained. “Well, now you know who I am and what I’m carrying.” She tried to step around him, but he blocked her away again. 
 
    Now she was irritated. 
 
    “I need to check that.” 
 
    “Are you for real?” She lowered her ID and placed the suitcase down. “Go for it. Just don’t touch my undergarments. That would be creepy.” She stepped to the side to give him room. 
 
    “Who are you staying with?” He knelt, opening her case. 
 
    “That’s none of your business. I’m a civilian employee. I don’t have to answer to you unless I’m breaking laws, which I’m certainly not.” 
 
    He looked inside her open suitcase then closed it, standing. “Answer the question, or I’ll escort you to security.” 
 
    Her temper flared. “Let me guess. You’re not a fan of mine.” She stepped closer, reading the name on the ID that was attached to his uniform. “Are you a friend of Bradley Rogers or someone on Team One? Listen up close, Mercer. I’ve got better things to do than play power trip with you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and his mouth pressed into a tight line, but he stepped out of her way. Abby lifted her suitcase and glared back at him. “Tell your buddies in security that I won’t tolerate being harassed.” She walked toward the family unit. 
 
    “Making friends, as always,” she muttered. 
 
    She reached the Veslors’ new suite beyond a curve in the corridor and placed her palm on the lock scanner. It opened for her.  
 
    Motion out of the corner of her eye had her turning her head. The security guard had followed her around the curve. She resisted the urge to flip him off, instead just entering and letting the door seal behind her. 
 
    Security couldn’t override the locks to this suite. She’d made sure of that. Only Howard had the authority, besides her and the Veslors. She hadn’t even added Clark Yenna. Not until she was certain he could be trusted. 
 
    The lights had automatically come on in the big living space. She crossed to Drak’s bedroom, opened the door, and walked to the closet to unpack. The master had a walk-in closet space. Ten minutes later, she had changed into her pajamas and curled up on the bed with a data pad to read a book. 
 
    Hours passed. 
 
    Abby kept glancing at the communications device, worry steadily building. 
 
    When another four hours passed, she got out of bed, pacing. Drak and the grouping should have been back already. She cursed, finally calling Clark. 
 
    He answered right away. “The colony is under heavy attack tonight. All pilots have been ordered to stand down and wait for dawn to pick up their teams.” 
 
    “Who gave that order?” 
 
    “Commander Bills.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was him? Not some shithead screwing with his orders?” 
 
    “I spoke directly to Howard. I don’t like it either. They’ve been down there for two consecutive shifts and now they’re going into three. I’m in the shuttle right now, ready to go down to pick them up if they call in early or need assistance.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you for letting me know.” She disconnected with him and paced some more, before deciding to call Howard. 
 
    “I know what this is about, Abby. I’m sorry I had to keep the Veslors down there all night. Clark already chewed my ass out, bitching about how his boys must be exhausted by now. The settlement is under heavy attack, more so than usual.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Howard sounded stressed. “They usually get maybe half a dozen of those damn Cadia trying to get past their defenses. Tonight, they’ve had at least four dozen of those fucking worms trying to break through the barriers. We sent down another team three hours ago to assist.” 
 
    “How many teams in all are down there right now?” 
 
    “Three. We usually have two, and only one team for the third shift, to cover the settlement walls. Since we’ve started bombing the nearby caves and holes, it’s reduced their numbers, and we assumed the remaining ones had to travel farther to reach the settlement, since they now attack a few hours after dark.” 
 
    “What could have changed?” 
 
    “No idea. Roth and the other two team leaders said the creatures are smaller in size than normal, so perhaps this is a breeding cycle for the Cadia.” 
 
    She digested that information. “Like a breeding season just happened, and now the young ones big enough to hunt have come out looking for food?” 
 
    “That’s one theory. I have the science teams working late tonight, too, trying to figure this out. There’s a lot about those creatures we don’t know. The damn colonists didn’t do much research on what they were going to be living with before they built the settlement. Fucking civilians.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Clark is on standby inside his shuttle to fly down to the surface at first light. He’s refused to return to his cabin until he gets his team back onboard.” 
 
    That made Abby feel better. “Please update me if it gets worse down there.” 
 
    “The teams are holding the barriers.” Howard paused. “Roth actually sounded excited about it.” 
 
    “They do like to fight.” She just hoped none of the Veslors were hurt, especially Drak. “Definitely update me if you hear anything bad, please.” 
 
    “I promise, Abby. I know what Drak means to you. I’m sorry I had to make the decision to keep them down there all night. Though, Roth volunteered them.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise her, either. “Fine. I’ll keep my communications device right next to me.” 
 
    “We both will. It’s going to be a long third shift. Try to get some sleep.” He disconnected with her. 
 
    Abby went into the bathroom and got ready for bed. Not that she believed she’d get much sleep. Now with Drak and his grouping in danger down on the surface. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Drak snorted a laugh, watching Gnaw open fire on a Cadia slithering toward the tall wall they stood on. It screamed, thrashing as it was hit. Gnaw grabbed a grenade, snarled loud in warning to their grouping, and pitched it hard. 
 
    They all ducked behind the raised edge of the wall, taking cover. The explosion was followed by pieces of the Cadia hitting the wall. Drak counted to three before rising, wiping blood splatter from the arm he’d used to shield the faceplate of his helmet. The creature lay still, the front of it a mess of gore. 
 
    “That is six for me,” Gnaw announced. “There’s another one.” 
 
    Drak followed his grouping’s gazes, seeing movement out in the dark coming toward them. It was farther down the wall from where they stood. “Where were they hiding? We cleared this area today.” 
 
    “They are getting smarter at hiding,” Maith called out. “Or more determined to kill the humans for food and willing to travel longer distances.” 
 
    Roth opened fire on the new one, making it scream in pain. Then their leader pitched a grenade at the Cadia while its mouth remained open. They all ducked, right before it blew. A large piece of the creature landed next to Drak. He pitched it off the wall. 
 
    Throughout the long day and night, his thoughts kept drifting to Abby. Drak had wanted to contact her when their shifts had been extended but Clark Yenna had promised to give her a message, rather than make her go to a control station to speak directly to him. Planet-to-ship coms were limited in their abilities. 
 
    She probably worried about him, considering his long absence. 
 
    “Four count for me,” Roth growled.  
 
    “Don’t feel jealousy,” Gnaw teased. “I must smell better since most of them have come at my section of wall.” 
 
    Drak laughed. “They can’t smell us in these suits, though you are making the most noise with your bragging.” 
 
    “I’d be good food,” Gnaw continued, “but I’m too skilled to allow them to kill me.” 
 
    “Silence, both of you,” Roth ordered. 
 
    Drak forced his focus on the darkness, watching for any movement. He was grateful he couldn’t smell the stench of death that must be present with so many bodies of the creatures below. It wouldn’t be wise to attempt to move the beasts’ bodies until after the sun came up. The ground wasn’t safe beyond the walls. Cadia could come up from the dirt without warning. 
 
    “Do you think your female is upset?” 
 
    Drak shot Gnaw a scowl. “No.” He focused again on his task of searching for movement. 
 
    “You wish to be with Abby instead of with us.” 
 
    Maith made a grunting throat noise. “Any of us would rather be with a female than on this wall.” 
 
    “We should all find human females.” 
 
    “No, Gnaw,” Roth interjected. “We shouldn’t. Our king is going to be angry enough when he finds out that Drak copulated with a human.” 
 
    “Our king isn’t here and probably hasn’t ever been around humans,” Gnaw countered. “He shouldn’t have sent us to live on a ship with unmated females if he did not want us to possibly be attracted to one.” 
 
    “We’re here to fight.” Roth paused. “Human females aren’t aggressive enough to be appealing to our kind.” 
 
    “That isn’t true,” Drak growled. “Abby is very appealing to me.” 
 
    Maith walked a little closer to Drak on the wall. “Agreed. I find humans attractive, too. Were there any problems copulating with your Abby?” 
 
    “No. I won’t share intimate details, but not only is it possible, it’s extremely pleasurable.” Drak understood why Maith questioned him. He was their medic, after all. “For both of us.” 
 
    “It is difficult for me to believe that.” Roth sighed loudly. “Where is the challenge? It is extremely arousing when a female provokes us to prove we are worthy of her. Humans are too fragile.” 
 
    “Abby is very arousing,” Drak assured. 
 
    “You had to be gentle, correct?”  
 
    Drak didn’t like Roth’s disapproving tone. “Yes. It enhanced the experience. Instead of being focused on keeping her pinned under me, attempting to avoid any injuries she might cause during normal copulation, I could focus on the pleasure I felt. It was also a challenge.” 
 
    Roth snorted his disbelief. 
 
    “I would not tell you lies. To be gentle enough not to cause Abby any pain or bruising was more of a challenge than a normal dominance display. It was a great test of my skills to stay in control.” 
 
    “I would like to test my skills with a human female,” Gnaw growled softly. 
 
    “No more talk of copulation,” Roth ordered. “We are here to fight.” 
 
    “There are no current Cadia attacking our section of wall,” Maith pointed out. “It is a good time to talk. There are no humans near us. I haven’t met any female on Defcon Red who interests me to copulate with, but it may change if we stay on this job for a long period of time. Drak, what are the physical differences between human and Veslor females?” 
 
    “I am not comfortable discussing Abby’s bare body,” he admitted. “You’re our medic, Maith. Speak to human medics to gain that information. They’ve asked plenty of questions about us.” 
 
    “You expect me to walk into their medical bay and ask to see visual scans of one of their females?” Maith grunted. “That would alarm them.” 
 
    Drak hid a smile. “Take me with you if do that. I want to see their expressions.” 
 
    “I forbid it,” Roth snarled. “Stop thinking of human females.” 
 
    “We can do both,” Drak assured him. He glanced at the sky, noted the few stars showing. Abby was up there, hopefully in in his bed, and he couldn’t wait for the sun to rise to return to her.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Abby jerked awake when something beeped loudly. She sat up fast, confused about where she was, until she realized it was Drak’s bedroom. She grabbed the communications device. “Abby here.” 
 
    “It’s Clark. I’m going down to pick them up. They are no injuries.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Relief hit Abby hard. The pilot was finally flying down to the planet to pick up the Veslors. 
 
    “They’re going to be hungry and in need of showers.” 
 
    “I’m on it. Please bring them back safely.” 
 
    “You got it. Clark out.” 
 
    She dropped the device and scooted off the bed she’d slept on top of, not bothering to pull back the covers the night before. A quick trip to the bathroom to brush her teeth and use the toilet had her back on her communications device in minutes. When she was done making calls, she dressed quickly. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the door chimed to the suite. Abby glanced at the monitor, glad to see two civilians in food services uniforms. She opened the door, waving them inside. “Thank you very much for doing this.” 
 
    “Thank you for the large tip you paid us to do it.” 
 
    Abby was glad they’d agreed to deliver food to the family suite. The last thing the grouping needed was to go to the cafeteria or eat the few items the food dispenser kept in stock on every level of the ship. Both men pushed in the cart and quickly left. Abby took it to the dining table and started lifting covered plates, putting one before each chair. Then she found mugs in the kitchen cupboards for the coffee in the two large carafes that came with breakfast. 
 
    Her gaze kept going to the door. Every minute that passed seemed like forever. Until it finally opened—and Drak was the first one to enter. She probably shouldn’t have rushed at him, but she’d been worried. 
 
    A big grin split his handsome face and he caught her, lifting her right off her feet. She hugged him around the neck. 
 
    “You’re safe!” 
 
    Drak chuckled. “I missed you, Abby.” 
 
    “That is disgusting,” a male grunted. 
 
    Abby jerked her head up, looking over Drak’s shoulder as the rest of his grouping came in. It was Gnaw who’d spoken. He laughed at her expression. “We all need showers. You shouldn’t touch him yet, Abby.” 
 
    Roth sniffed. “I smell food.” 
 
    Abby wiggled, and Drak put her back on her feet but kept hold of her by her waist. “Breakfast has been delivered. I ordered a lot. It’s all on the table, so feel free to dig in.” 
 
    “We should shower first.” Roth stared longingly at the table. 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t,” Abby protested. “I’m human. I don’t have your sense of smell, and you don’t stink to me. Please, eat while it’s hot.” 
 
    Roth met her gaze and his expression softened. “We appreciate this.” 
 
    “She’s a keeper.” Gnaw rushed toward the table. “Did you hear me, Drak? Mate her.” 
 
    “I heard.” Drak gave Abby a gentle squeeze, smiling at her. “I plan to.” 
 
    Abby met his stare and felt her stance on mating too fast softening just a tiny bit. “Go eat. Tell me about your night.” 
 
    “You don’t want to hear about any of that.” Gnaw sat at the table, lifting the dome off the plate in front of him. “So much meat. Good choice, Abby!” He dug in. 
 
    She walked with Drak to the table. He was the last Veslor to sit. The other three were already eating. She didn’t flinch over their eagerness, remembering how starved she’d been after having spent the night on the planet. “I can pour coffee.” 
 
    “We have it.” Drak lifted the dome on his plate but hesitated. “Why isn’t there a plate for you?” 
 
    “I don’t eat a heavy meal first thing in the morning.” She left his side to walk to the food dispenser, ordering a pastry and tea. 
 
    All four of them stared at the small plate she held as she took a seat next to Drak, making her feel a little self-conscious. “What?” 
 
     “You’re only eating a thick piece of bread?” Drak appeared confused. 
 
    “It’s an apple-filled baked good. I would get sick if I ate more than this so early, and feel horrible the rest of the day. I snack a lot while I’m at my desk during work, if that helps.”  
 
    “You need to eat more.” 
 
    She just shook her head at Drak. “I heard the Cadia were acting oddly.” 
 
    “Many attacked.” Maith poured himself some coffee, sniffed at it curiously, then took a sip. “We were in no danger.” 
 
    “We were on a high wall,” Gnaw added. “We killed them before they could slam into the barriers to attempt to break through.” 
 
    “Did any of them succeed?” 
 
    Roth shook his head. “We had three teams, plus dozens of humans who live in the settlement helping. I expected more of a challenge but they are easy to kill if you throw small bombs inside their mouths.” 
 
    Abby stopped eating. “Oh. Yeah. That would work.” 
 
    “Clark had to hose us down with cleaning foam when we reached the shuttle bay, and he took our suits to be cleaned. We didn’t want to make humans more fearful of us by walking through the ship with blood and gore splattered all over us.” 
 
    “Silence, Gnaw,” Roth reprimanded. “You’ll alarm the female.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that kind of thing,” she promised. “As long as none of that blood or gore belongs to any of you.” She peered up at Drak. “Are you sure you weren’t hurt at all?” 
 
    “I’m unharmed. We are hungry, need showers, and sleep would be good.” He studied her. “Were you awake all night? You appear tired.” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep well. I hope you don’t mind but I took the day off. I thought I’d nap with you.” 
 
    Drak grinned. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Gnaw laughed. “It is a good thing we have our own rooms and the walls are thick.” 
 
    Abby blushed. The walls were soundproof, thankfully. None of his grouping would hear them if they had sex. 
 
    They all finished eating, and Drak led her into his room before veering toward the shower. “I will be quick.” 
 
    She nodded, watching him enter the bathroom. It was tempting to follow him. She hesitated for about a minute before doing just that. The door wasn’t locked when she tested it. Water was already on in the shower, and Drak’s discarded clothing were on the floor. 
 
    “How do you feel about having me wash your back?” 
 
    He opened the shower door. “I would enjoy that.” 
 
    Her gaze left his to slowly travel down his wet, nude body. “You are so sexy, and your muscles have muscles.” She stared a little too long at his hardening shaft. “I get the full package with you, Drak.” 
 
    “Come in here with me.” 
 
    She quickly stripped and joined him. Drak slid his hands around her waist and lifted her, making her gasp in surprise when she found herself pinned against the wall. His mouth came down over hers, and she kissed him back. Her body responded full force, remembering exactly how good it would feel once he was inside her. 
 
    Abby moaned against his tongue and hiked her legs up, wrapping them around his waist. His wet flesh was a bit slippery, but Drak kept a firm hold on her, keeping her in place as they continued to kiss. 
 
    He finally broke away, both of them breathing heavily. “I want to take you on the bed. Not in here. Your skin is so delicate.” 
 
    “I don’t care! Take me now.” 
 
    He growled low. “Don’t tempt me to lose control, female.” 
 
    She smiled at him playfully. “But it would be fun.” 
 
    He gently lowered her down the front of him, and she dropped her chin, staring at his cock. He was big, thick…and her belly fluttered. “I want you so much right now.” 
 
    “I want you, too.” 
 
    She blindly reached for the body wash on a shelf and poured some in her hand. “At least let me take the edge off.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. By soaping me?” 
 
    “It’s lubrication.” 
 
    “I create my own.” 
 
    She hesitated, staring at his cock. Clear liquid came from the head of his shaft. She used a knuckle to gently brush against it. It felt slick as it coated her skin. She smiled. “Nice.” 
 
    She put the bottle back and rinsed her hand. Then she gently gripped his shaft. The clear liquid he created felt better than soap or lotion. To test it, she stroked her hands over his cock. He was right. There was no dry friction. A deep groan came from Drak and as she peered up at him, his emerald eyes narrowing into slits.  
 
    “You do make your own lubrication. That’s so cool.” 
 
    “Your hands are pleasingly soft.” 
 
    “Just wait.” She began to stroke him faster, slightly tightening her grip around the thick girth of his cock from top to bottom. He seemed to enjoy it, from the sounds he made. 
 
    Drak turned slowly and put his back against the wall, spreading his legs a little. She watched as his stomach tensed, the muscles bunching there in ripples. He had to be the sexiest man ever. Just looking at him, touching him, turned her on enough to ache painfully. She eased her hand to the base of his shaft, feeling something hard there.  
 
    Abby lowered to her knees.  
 
    Drak inhaled sharply, gasping. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m getting to know you here, remember?” At that level, she could see what she’d touched. It fascinated her to see what he called a yunce. It was a slightly curved protrusion, a solid barrier that seemed to keep his balls and dick separated. She ran her fingertips over it. The texture was bumpy, the curve angled slightly toward his backside. 
 
    She slid her fingertip over the edge of it and came into contact with something large and warm, and knew that had to be his nuts. 
 
    Drak groaned. “Extremely sensitive. When I am aroused, I swell there, and my yunce separates. It’s the only time my seed sac is exposed.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    He had one large ball. It did feel swollen, and really warm. Another yunce was behind it, also curved, but that one toward his front. Now she understood—when his ball wasn’t swollen, both of those pieces would totally cover it. 
 
    “I get what you mean now.” 
 
    He growled. “I’m about to lose control.” 
 
    She smiled, gripped his cock with both hands again, and slowly rose to her feet. Abby pressed up against him, trapping that hard length between their bodies as she stroked him. He definitely took two hands to jack off. At least with her hands.  
 
    He threw his head back, and his mouth opened as he began to purr deeply in his throat and chest, making that sound she loved. His shaft pulsed in her hands, growing even harder, and then he was coming. She looked down, watching as he did. It wasn’t clear, more of a white substance.  
 
    Drak suddenly pulled her hands off his shaft and stepped under the water. He pulled her in under the spray with him, washing his seed off them both.  
 
    “Bed now!” He snarled the words. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Go. I will wash fast. I want you on it with your legs spread.” 
 
    Abby didn’t need to be told twice. She’d gotten him off but she was hurting with need. She exited the shower, quickly dried off, and almost ran to the bed. Drak loved to take her bent over, so she grabbed a few of the pillows at the top of the mattress, dropped them on the floor beside it, and went to her knees. Then she leaned her chest onto the bed. 
 
    The water in the bathroom cut off. She hadn’t bothered to close the door. Drak came out seconds later, his hair still wet. She watched him from over her shoulder and loved the way he growled, passion clearly stamped on his features. He dropped down behind her, grabbed her hips, and shoved her a little higher onto the mattress. Then he was entering her. 
 
    She was wet and ready to take him. 
 
    Abby fisted the covers as he slowly thrust into her. Drak took his time working his way deeper inside her pussy, until that yunce thing was pressed against her clit. Then he began to fuck her fast and deep. 
 
    Moans tore from her throat. “Yes!” 
 
    “You are perfect,” Drak growled, pinning her under his bigger body, his lips pressed close to her ear. The deep purring in his chest started up, vibrating along her back. The climax built quickly, until she was screaming out his name. 
 
    He kept going, drawing out her extasy, until she came a second time. That’s when she felt him follow her. He lowered his head, his mouth pressing against her shoulder, and she felt the sharp points of his teeth bite down. 
 
    Abby jolted. He didn’t break skin—she hoped—but the nip was near painful. 
 
    He stilled over her, his shaft buried deeply inside her. 
 
    “Am I bleeding?” She really didn’t care much, since it didn’t hurt once his teeth released her skin. 
 
    “No. I apologize. I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    She turned her head, catching her breath. “Do Veslors bite when they mate? Vivian didn’t mention that to me.” 
 
    He shook his head, holding her gaze. “We shift.” 
 
    That shocked her. “I thought you only did that if you wanted to have a cub.” 
 
    “It’s also how we mate. That is why only mated couples have cubs.” 
 
    She remembered him saying that on the shuttle when they’d first talked. “Oh.” 
 
    “I would have to shift to make you my mate.” 
 
    That scared her just a tiny bit. She hadn’t seen an adult Veslor shifted but she’d seen Klad since his birth. He was as cute as could be as an alien panther baby, but a full-sized one…she doubted Drak would look so adorable. 
 
    Drak adjusted his big body over hers, putting his face closer. “I wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Can I see you shifted? Um, while you’re not inside me?” 
 
    Conflict showed on his features. “We shift to protect ourselves. Aggression levels must be high to transform.” His gaze darted to her mouth. “Or to mate. It’s not something we do easily. Intense emotions motivate the shift.” 
 
    “I see.” She licked her lips.  
 
    “I want you to be my mate, Abby.” 
 
    “I need more time, Drak.” 
 
    She swore she saw pain flash in his eyes before he looked away. “I understand.” He slowly withdrew from her body, avoiding her gaze. “We should sleep.” 
 
    Abby climbed up on the bed, pulling back the covers and feeling guilty. Veslors weren’t human, and the two races did things very differently. She wished those differences didn’t hurt Drak, but something so serious as mating for life shouldn’t be rushed. 
 
    Drak walked into the bathroom and returned with a damp towel. She blushed a little when he cleaned between her thighs but didn’t protest. Then he stretched out on the bed beside her, opening his arms. “I want to hold you.” 
 
    She curled up against his side, using his chest as a pillow. “I’m not rejecting you, Drak. I swear. The whole shifted-sex thing is intimidating.” 
 
    “I understand. Humans consider it kinky.” 
 
    He was using the word she’d used before. “Yes.” 
 
    “I know you’re my mate, Abby.” 
 
    She nodded against him. “I’m falling in love with you, too.” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her even tighter against his side. “My heart and body already belong to you.” 
 
    He was an amazing guy. She knew that. He didn’t want her because she was a Thomas from D Corp. He thought she was sweet, when everyone else considered her a total bitch. He was even admitting he loved her, Veslor style. And the sex was amazing. 
 
    She also knew he’d risk his life for hers. He already had when he’d jumped into that Cadia hole to go after her on the planet surface. 
 
    “Just…give me a little more time.” 
 
    “I would give you anything, my Abby.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, listening to his steady heartbeat under her ear. “Sleep, big guy. You must be exhausted.” 
 
    “I have another shift this evening. We’re protecting the colonists when the sun goes down. I might not return until the sun rises in the morning if many of them attack again.” 
 
    Dread pitted in her stomach. 
 
    “I will be safe, my Abby. The walls around the settlement are high. We are top of them. We take out the Cadia before they can hit.” 
 
    “I’m always going to worry about you.” 
 
    “I like that you do, but I’m a fighting Veslor.” 
 
    That did help. “You’re a total badass.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I am tough.” 
 
    “Sleep.” She yawned. “I’m tired, too.”


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Abby had set up a workstation on the desk in Drak’s bedroom after he left for his evening shift to protect the colonists. The hours passed slowly. She answered all the messages that Mel had sent from D Corp, before placing a long-distance call. It took nearly half an hour to get it to go through to the Brar trading vessel, but then Vivian’s smiling face filled the screen. 
 
    “Abby!” 
 
    “I’m so glad we could actually speak this time and not have to leave messages for each other.” 
 
    “Did you get my last one?” 
 
    “You’re pregnant again. Congratulations!” 
 
    “Thank you. We’re all so excited. Klad doesn’t really understand yet but he will once he has a sibling to play with.” 
 
    “I know exactly what that requires now.” 
 
    Vivian arched her eyebrows. 
 
    “Shifted sex,” Abby whispered, winking at her. 
 
    Her friend blushed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Brave girl.” 
 
    Vivian laughed. “I have a mega-hot mate. Brassi could talk me into anything. And obviously, I really mean that. So, how is your mission going? What are the Veslors like? The guys said fighters tend to be loners. They aren’t supposed to be the friendliest of Veslors. Probably because of the high levels of aggression they have to have in that line of work. I’m hoping the human crew on Defcon Red is behaving, or at least too scared to give them any shit.” 
 
    “There’s been a few issues but things are better now.” 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to go there, then. I thought you were a little nuts. I mean, you have a job already. Being a personal assistant to a commander must be boring for you. I’m not a big fan of higher-ups, though, after what happened with Alderson.” 
 
    “I know Howard, remember? He’s not a douche. It’s how I got the job. He knew my parents before they were even married.” 
 
    “Right. I remember. What kind of issues arose?” 
 
    “That’s not why I called. I can handle assholes. I need answers, instead.” 
 
    “Okay.” Vivian looked curious as she leaned closer. “What’s up?” 
 
    “His name is Drak. He’s one of the Veslors—and we’re together.” 
 
    Excitement had Vivian grinning and bouncing in her seat. “That’s so cool! Tell me everything!” 
 
    “You know these calls don’t last long. Especially when satellites get misaligned. I’ll send you a longer message later detailing how we met and stuff. Right now, I have questions and I’m desperate for your help. Drak is great…but he wants to mate me.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s terrific! Did you say yes? Veslors are amazing! I told you that you should hook up with one. I just hoped it would be with someone in Brassi’s grouping so we could live together.” 
 
    “Well, sorry about that. I’m totally into Drak. He said he needs to shift for us to become mates. I’m a little freaked out about that, Vivian. How was it? Did it hurt? Was Brassi rough? God…I have so many questions!” 
 
    “Brassi would never hurt me. Even shifted. I get why you’re hesitant to attempt it, though. Plus, some people—and by that, I mean humans—would be horrified if they ever found out how Veslors mate. Can you say bestiality? I’m sure most would. I mean, they’re aliens. Not animals. But still. Some people are set in their thinking.” 
 
    “That’s not helping me, Vivian.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Her friend sighed. “I got pregnant with Klad when I mated Brassi. That’s something I’ve learned. Human birth control doesn’t work with them when they’re shifted. Super seed. It plants deep.” She reached down and touched her belly. “Both times we did it while Brassi was shifted, boom, I got pregnant.” 
 
    Abby softly cursed. “I’m not ready to have a cub yet. I want to spend time with Drak first and enjoy being a couple before adding to our family.” 
 
    “It’s a scent thing that happens when they’re shifted. Like their seed not only impregnates you, but it kind of does something to change your DNA or something.” 
 
    That news floored her. 
 
    “Not that I can shift now or grow any extra hair. Nothing weird. But everyone says after we mated, they could tell just by smelling me. Like my body screamed ‘belongs to Brassi’ and ‘smells just like him.’” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “But expect to get knocked up.” Vivian rubbed her belly again. “As I said, super seed. They aren’t fertile on two legs, but shifted, it’s like they become baby machines if they have sex in that form.” 
 
    Abby frowned. “This isn’t the news I wanted to hear.” 
 
    “Better to be forewarned and all that, am I right? Klad was a great surprise for me, but I’d lost my job and, well…I was excited to become a mom once the shock wore off and I realized Brassi wasn’t upset. He was even more excited than I was.” 
 
    Motion from the corner of the screen drew Abby’s attention. Her gaze shifting away must have alerted Vivian. She turned her head. “Hey, just the male I wanted to see. Get over here, Vassi.” She faced the screen. “He’s a medic and knows about all things Veslor. Obviously.” 
 
    Vassi crouched down next to Vivian and smiled. “Hello, Abby Thomas. Are you on your way to visit us?” 
 
    “No, sorry. I’m dating a Veslor and reached out to Vivian for answers to some of my questions.” 
 
    Vassi’s eyes widened. “One of the fighters?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He scowled. “They don’t form bonds with females. Avoid the male.” 
 
    That was news to Abby. “Well, Drak wants to mate me.” 
 
    Surprise widened Vassi’s eyes even farther, until he looked almost comical. 
 
    “I don’t want to get pregnant right now, though. Is there any way to mate without the shifted sex? Vivian just told me it’s a done deal if we do so, and it’s how your kind form a mating bond. Is there another option?” 
 
    Vassi was quiet a moment, seeming to think. “You could go to a medic to be sterilized.” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “I want to have children. Just not right now.” 
 
    “Understood.” He rubbed his jaw. “Some of our couples who wish to mate but hold off on having cubs live together. It’s rare, but there have been cases. Males have scented females until they physically completed the mating. It appeased the male’s urges enough to help him be patient, and let other males knew she was his.” 
 
    Abby was relieved at the idea of having an option. “Scented?” 
 
    Vassi glanced at Vivian. 
 
    “Just tell her. It’s Abby. She won’t freak out if it’s something weird. Be blunt.” 
 
    Vassi met her gaze. “Males leave their seed on the females’ thighs, and rub their body against her until she smells strongly of him.” 
 
    “Oh.” Abby laughed. “Got it.” 
 
    “The female carries his scent that way. It fools other males into believing she’s his mate. It also appeases the urge to complete the mating for the male, since she strongly scents of him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Abby meant it. “I would be okay with that. I’m just not ready for a cub. Yet. I plan to have some, though. Maybe in a year. Call me selfish, but I want time with Drak before we add to our family.” 
 
    “You’re a workaholic,” Vivian playfully accused. “Admit it. The idea of having a baby with all the things you juggle would be rough. I mean, you said you’re still working for D Corp while you’re on Defcon Red, doing whatever you’re doing there.” 
 
    “That too,” Abby had to admit. 
 
    Vivian suddenly frowned. “What are your parents going to think about Drak? I mean, they’ve groomed you your entire life to take over the company, right? Is Drak willing to move to Earth? What about his grouping? I told you they come as a package deal.” 
 
    “I remember. I’d never ask them to do that. My parents want me happy, and that doesn’t mean I have to live on Earth to help run the company. I can do it from anywhere. As for Drak being a Veslor, honestly, they’ll be ecstatic as long as he really loves me, and I love him. Which isn’t an issue. They might be a little shocked, but I have faith they’ll accept him. He’s a good man.” 
 
    The screen began to static over. 
 
    “It looks like our time is up, unless you want to wait for the satellites to realign.” Vivian spoke quickly. “I’m so happy for you about Drak, Abby!” 
 
    “Me too. Thank you.” Abby glanced at Vassi. “Thanks for the alternative option on shifted sex and mating.” She locked gazes with Vivian again. “Tell Brassi congrats about your pregnancy. I bet this baby is going to be as cute as Klad. And he’s going to love having―” 
 
    More static obscured the screen and the connection was lost. Abby sighed, frustrated. Long-distance calls could be a nightmare in deep space. She stood from the desk and stretched. There was a lot she had to think about. One thing was certain, though. She didn’t want to lose Drak, and her heart was set on staying with him. 
 
    The information she’d learned from Vassi kept circling in her thoughts. She was willing to allow Drak to scent her to appease his urge to make them mates. It was a reasonable loophole. She loved those.  
 
    Drak would eventually get exactly what he wanted. She was willing to commit to him. 
 
    “I can loophole mate him but hold off on having a cub,” she mused, pacing the room. “I’d given up on ever finding someone to spend my life with. I don’t want to lose Drak.” She paused, spun, and paced again “I love the big guy. He’s under my skin already.” She halted in place, raising a hand to push her hair back as she continued to reason with herself. “Is it scary to jump into this so fast? Sure. But I’m Abby fucking Thomas. I’ve got lady balls of steel, and my sexy Veslor is worth it.” 
 
    She smiled as she made up her mind. “I’m going to tell Drak when he gets back in the morning.” But nervousness hit immediately. “What if he won’t go for the scenting thing? What if it’s not enough? Shit!” She started to pace again. 
 
    Then she paused as another thought occurred. Roth was concerned about them having a cub, and her asking Drak to leave their grouping or demanding they live on a planet. The grouping thing could help. She could use his leader’s reasonable arguments to sell Drak on the loophole idea. 
 
    “I’m a Thomas. Selling shit is our thing. And we’re good at it. I can totally convince Drak.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    A beeping sound woke Abby, and she sat up quickly, grabbing at her communications device. The clock next to it on the nightstand told her it was the middle of the night. She tapped it on, expecting it to be Clark. She felt sick at the hour of the call, praying it wasn’t bad news. 
 
    “Abby here. Are they okay, Clark?” 
 
    “This is Doctor Jordon Havers. Commander Bills has suffered a medical emergency. You need to come immediately.” 
 
    Abby gasped, shoving off the covers and climbing out of bed. “What happened? Come where? Is he in his cabin?” 
 
    “He was able to send an alert. The guard who responded got a team to him, and he’s been transferred to Medical Bay. My team is still running tests but it appears he suffered a stroke. He’s asking for you, Miss Thomas.” 
 
    Tears blinded her enough that she almost slammed into the wall, instead of entering the closet. Her shoulder did bump it hard. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Please hurry,” the doctor grimly stated, before cutting the call. 
 
    “No, no, no!” She flipped on the light and grabbed the closest hanging outfit, stripping out of her nightgown and dressed. Then she picked up her communications device, connecting it to Clark Yenna. He didn’t answer. She had to leave a message. 
 
    “This is Abby. I just got a call from Medical Bay. It’s Howard. They think he’s had a stroke.” She choked up. “I’m going there now. Please let Drak know, and I’ll keep you updated on Howard’s condition once I know more.” She cut the call, shoving her device in her pocket. 
 
    One quick trip to the bathroom, where she used the toilet and brushed her teeth. She just pulled her hair into a messy ponytail, not even bothering to brush it first. She ran out of the suite, only realizing on her way to the lift that she’d forgotten to put on shoes and her ID badge. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Reaching Howard did. 
 
    That late at night, she didn’t run into any other crew. She pushed the button to take her to the level where Medical Bay was located and tapped her bare foot on the metal floor, wishing the elevators moved faster. When the doors finally opened, she sprinted down the corridor. Medical was at the far end. 
 
    She hated how the corridors curved to make people feel as if the ship was cozier, not quite as big. A straight shot would have been faster. On the second turn, she slammed into a solid body and grunted. “Sorry.” 
 
    She looked up, expecting to see a security guard. Only it wasn’t. 
 
    Bradley Rogers moved fast, grabbed her by the arm and spinning her around. One of his hands covering her mouth. 
 
    The moment of stunned shock passed, and she started to fight, trying to free her mouth to scream. 
 
    Then someone else was there, grabbing hold of her, too. She twisted just enough to see her second assailant’s face. It was Darren Milts. He circled them and, together, the men lifted her, carrying her bucking body inside a nearby room, the doors closing behind them. They both released her, blocking her escape. 
 
    She backed up, glancing at where they were. It wasn’t a cabin, but instead, some kind of large storage area with huge crates stacked in separated rows, space creating aisles between each one.  
 
    She glared at Rogers. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing? Get out of my way. Medical Bay is expecting me. Aren’t you in enough shit?” 
 
    Bradley Rogers crossed his arms over his chest, glaring right back at her. “You mean that call you got? No such doctor, bitch.” 
 
    Fear swamped her.  
 
    “The Commander is probably asleep in his bed, like most of the crew is at this hour.” Darren Milts ran his gaze down her body, anger making his face uglier than usual. “We have a bone to pick with you, bitch. You got us transferred! Do you know what that’s gonna do to our service records?” 
 
    She was scared, angry at what they’d done—and worse, pissed at herself for falling for it. Then again, who would imagine they’d plan something so evil? “There’s cameras everywhere. Security will quickly figure out you both grabbed me. You can’t get away with this. Move out of my way right now.” 
 
    “Cameras that experience difficulties on this level,” a voice behind her taunted. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, watching as Morgan Peters stepped out from behind one of the stacks of crates.  
 
    He smiled coldly at her. “We have friends in security.” 
 
    She remembered the one who’d harassed her with her suitcase. Abby moved slightly to keep them all in view and switched her focused back to Rogers. He was the one in charge of his men. “It won’t work. You couldn’t have taken down all the cameras. Trust me, I know. Most fleet vessels have D Corp technology. There are hidden cameras on every level. Even if you somehow managed to take all the cameras offline on this level, the lifts cameras are on a separate system. And no one in security has clearance to erase the backups. I saw to that myself. 
 
    “There will be proof that you were here with me. That you weren’t in your cabins. Think about that before you do something you’ll regret. You and your team with be the first ones they look at if something happens to me. Let me go, and I’ll forget about this.” 
 
    Rogers’s jaw clenched. 
 
    “She’s lying,” Milts ground out. 
 
    Abby ignored him. “Did you order Milts to shove me in that hole, Rogers? I’m betting you didn’t. It was too stupid to be anyone’s idea but his. Don’t take advice from him. I’m not lying. There is no way you can get away with this. Just let me go, and I give my word no one will ever hear of it.” 
 
    “No fucking way is she going to do that,” Peters hissed.  
 
    Abby kept her focus on Rogers, knowing appealing to him was her only hope. “Think about it. Do you know what’s way worse than being reassigned? Being charged with murder. I’ll assume that’s what you’ve planned for me. Your life would be over. No more assignments. No more cushy military ships. Hell, getting fired from the fleet is the least of your worries. You’ll be sentenced to death. You and I don’t get along, but I still don’t believe you asked Milts to kill me. He’s a hothead. Tellis told me so himself while we were trapped underground. You’re always having to clean up his messes, right? Like all those bar fights he starts?” 
 
    “You fucking bitch!” Milts yelled, stepping toward her with his fists clenched. 
 
    Rogers grabbed his arm, halting him, his voice low. “Don’t.” 
 
    That gave Abby hope. “Let’s just call this a bad decision. I’m glad Commander Bills is healthy. I understand that you’re angry with me, but honestly…” She glanced at Milts. “He’s the one who tried to kill me. Being reassigned to another ship is way better than being brought up on murder charges.” She held Rogers’s gaze. “I give you my word, as a Thomas, I’ll forget this. Just let me walk out of here.” 
 
    Rogers shook his head, releasing Milts. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Her heart rate spiked with fear. “Think about it, Rogers! I don’t want to die. I’m pretty damn motivated. You haven’t done anything to warrant a death sentence.” She glanced around briefly, not seeing any cameras in the storage area. “You could just say you wanted to talk to me, to clear the air. I don’t have a mark on me.” She met his gaze again. “It’s your word against mine if I were to try to press charges. Milts got away with trying to kill me because it was my word against his. The same thing will happen here. Three versions of how this was simply a friendly chat. Just let me walk. No harm, no foul. Why would I bother to even mention this? It got me nothing before.” 
 
    “We’re being reassigned,” Milts hissed. 
 
    “But not charged with attempted murder,” Abby reminded him. “You aren’t in a holding cell, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t like this.” Peters stepped closer. 
 
    Abby turned a little more, determined not to give Peters her back. 
 
    That’s when she noticed he wore a weapon strapped to his waist.  
 
    “We had a plan, damn it! The bitch needs to die!” 
 
    “Shut up, Milts! I’m thinking.” Rogers reached up and rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Abby watched him closely. He looked unsure about what to do. “Just let me leave, Rogers, and I’ll forget everything.” 
 
    “She’s a fucking rich bitch, and she’s fucking the commander! He’s going to toss our asses out of the fleet completely if she tells him about this. We’re already supposed to stay in our cabins unless we’re going to the damn dining hall,” Milts spat. “That fucking cunt is going to ruin us! No one’s gonna go to the trouble of pulling footage from other levels. She’s full of shit!” 
 
    “I’m not fucking Howard. He’s best friends with my parents and was their best man at their wedding. I grew up calling him Uncle Howard. And yes,” Abby said firmly, “they will check those camera feeds and run a full investigation if anything happens to me. Do you get that? I’m like a daughter to Howard Bills.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Rogers backed up a step, bumping into the door. “That’s a goddamn lie!” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “It’s not. I was getting harassed by the press on Earth after what happened with the Gorison Traveler trial. Howard let me come here to get away from them.” She paused. “Uncle Howard.” 
 
    Rogers threw back his head and let out a string of curses, ending with, “We’re so fucked!” 
 
    “You can just let me―” 
 
    “Shut up!” Rogers advanced and shoved her hard. “You’ve ruined our goddamn lives! We’re screwed either way! Milts is right. We’re fucked once the commander realizes we went after you, regardless of whether we kill you or not.” 
 
    Abby stumbled and went down on her ass. Rogers stood over her, looking ready to kill her with his bare hands. That’s when she knew. 
 
    He wasn’t going to let her out of that storage room alive. 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone!”  
 
    “I don’t believe you.” He spun away, stomping the floor as he paced between her and the door. “Change of plans. We need to make it look like an accident. Not intentional violence because she pisses everyone off. Let me think.” 
 
    Abby wasn’t going to die without a fight. She didn’t have shoes or protection spray. Just her brain…but that would have to be enough. 
 
    Peters stepped closer, watching their leader and waiting for orders. Milts glared at her, a gleam in his eye that told her whatever plan Rogers came up with, he would enjoy watching her die. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” she warned, her voice loud as she made gagging sounds. She rolled, getting to her hands and knees—then she used that position to launch herself at Peters. 
 
    One hand curled into a fist, she slammed into him, nailing him in the junk. Her other hand grabbed for his weapon. 
 
    It came free just as he let out a girly scream. 
 
    Abby shoved his already off-balance body as hard as she could and stumbled past him, turning and raising the weapon. Peters hit the floor, curling into a ball from the pain she’d caused. Milts and Rogers stared at them, frozen. 
 
    That lasted for a split-second. Then both of them reached for their backs. 
 
    Abby fired as she ran behind one of the large crates.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if she hit one of them, but they returned fire, hitting the wall near her and one of the crates. 
 
    Screeching alarms blared. Weapons fire triggered them inside all fleet vessels. The deafening sound drown out what the men were doing as she ran around another crate, desperately trying to find a place to hide. 
 
    She just needed to stay alive until security responded to those alarms. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be friends with Team One. Even if they were, they might not risk going down with their buddies for murder. 
 
    That, or they’d help the trio kill her.  
 
    She made it behind a stack of crates near the back of the room, panting, and fired without looking when she heard noise nearby. No way was she sticking her head out from behind the crates to get shot in the face. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them back. She’d never get the chance to tell Drak that she wanted to be his mate. They wouldn’t have a future to plan for those cubs they wanted if she didn’t survive. 
 
    Laser fire hit the wall near her, making her scream. She shoved her weapon around the crate and blindly fired, hoping she hit something. 
 
    Then she remembered her communications device in her pocket. 
 
    Abby fired again and used her free hand to withdraw it.  
 
    Her first thought was to call Howard. He’d send help. She opened the device, verbally demanding it connect the call. She just wasn’t sure if it did or not; the alarms were too loud to hear. 
 
    “Howard? I hope you can hear me! I’m in a storage room by Medical Bay. A room full of crates. It’s Rogers, Milts, and Peters! Howard?! Please send help!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Drak unstrapped from the shuttle seat and stood. It had been a good evening. The Cadia seemed to have learned their lesson. Only a few had attacked the settlement right after dark. Then it had been quiet for so long, it was decided they didn’t have to remain on the surface until the sun rose. Clark had picked them up and flown them back to Defcon Red. 
 
    “I thought there would be more fighting with this job,” Gnaw complained. “Blowing things up isn’t a workout. It’s too easy.” 
 
    “Silence,” Roth ordered. “We’re helping the humans. That’s why our king sent us.” 
 
    “It is boring,” Maith sighed. “But we’re getting free land. That’s what I think about.” 
 
    Clark Yenna came out of the pilot section and smiled at them. “Hungry, boys? Want to eat before you head to your bunks?” 
 
    “I want to go to Abby. You didn’t wake her, did you?” Drak didn’t want her to ask other humans to bring them food, the way she had before. She’d been exhausted when they’d gone to bed, falling asleep quickly once he had her snuggled in his arms. She needed to rest, not to stay awake worrying about him or his grouping. 
 
    Clark shook his head. “You said you wanted to surprise her. I did what you asked. Mums the word.” 
 
    “Mums?” Maith opened the shuttle door, stepping onto the lowered ramp into the docking bay. “Is that a human joke?” 
 
    “It’s Earth speak for keeping quiet about something.” Clark followed them off the shuttle. “How about the rest of you? Up for eating? I am. Drak there may have a woman but we’re single. Food is a decent replacement for sex.” 
 
    Gnaw snorted. “I don’t agree. Copulating is more pleasurable than eating.” 
 
    “It depends on what is cooked,” Roth argued. 
 
    Maith shot their leader a glare. “It has been too long since a female challenged you.” 
 
    A beeping sound came from Clark, and he pulled out his communications device. He opened it…then he stopped walking and frowned. “I got a message from your woman, Drak.” He pressed a button, and Abby’s message played aloud. 
 
    Drak was concerned. He knew Abby cared deeply for Commander Bills. “I’ll go to Medical Bay. Please call Abby to let her know I’m on my way to be with her.” He rushed to remove his suit, taking it off quickly. 
 
    Clark’s communications device beeped again. He looked surprised by the caller. “Commander?” 
 
    “Where are you?” The male’s voice was almost guttural, the words shouted. 
 
    “Docking bay. We just landed. What—” 
 
    “Are the Veslors still with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Howard paled. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Abby is under attack! Level six, in storage three, I think. I’m scrambling my personal security.” 
 
    Drak lost his mind at hearing those words. He ran toward the exit, not even glancing back to see if his grouping followed. He knew they would. 
 
    A few humans were in the corridor outside. Drak shoved them aside and reached the lift. He entered, his grouping crowding in with him. Clark Yenna was running toward them but he was too far away. Humans were much slower. Drak hit the button for level six. 
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    Drak ignored Clark’s demand, closing the doors. The lift began to move. 
 
    Roth eyed him. “We’ve removed our weapons and have no details of what is taking place.” 
 
    Drak had already torn open his shirt, and he bent, yanking off his footwear. “I am a weapon. She’s my mate!” 
 
    Roth and his grouping began to strip, leaving their pants on. They all rushed out of the lift when the doors parted on level six. Loud alarms blared, red lights flashing. Drak didn’t know what they meant. Maybe there was breach in the hull. He didn’t care. He was going to find Abby, even if he died searching for her. He rushed down the hall, letting his claws slide out of his fingertips and the end of his toes to get better traction to run faster. He cleared the first corner in the corridor and almost ran over two humans in security uniforms. 
 
    He grabbed one, forgetting his claws were out. Blood welled on the human’s arms. “Where is storage three?” 
 
    The man was clearly terrified, too much to speak, so the other human answered. “This way. Follow me.” He took off running. 
 
    “Turn off that alarm,” Roth yelled at the human.  
 
    Drak snarled, releasing the human he held and hating how slow they moved as he was forced to hold back his speed. They reached the second corner and the male threw his body against the wall, pointing. “In there.” 
 
    That was all Drak needed to hear. He entered, the sound echoing in the cavernous room, deafening to his sensitive ears. The alarm was much louder here than in the corridor. It was tempting to cover his ears but he didn’t. Abby was all that mattered. 
 
    He roared, the sound drowned in the alarms. His female was in there somewhere; he’d picked up her scent. Abby was afraid. It enraged him even more, forcing his shift. Someone was going to die.  
 
    He inhaled, using his nose since his ears were useless. His keen eyes saw a human male hiding behind a crate with a blaster in his hand. He hadn’t seen them enter. Drak couldn’t see his face but the male fired, aiming toward the back corner. 
 
    Kill.  
 
    Drak attacked, but even as he leapt at the male, claws out, he took note of the security outfit. 
 
    He curled his claws, hitting the male with his weight instead. He was slammed into the crate and immediately went motionless when they both landed on the floor. Drak batted the weapon away from the unconscious male’s hand.  
 
    He spotted yet another male firing toward the corner. That one also wore a security outfit—but the male glanced back, looking right at him. 
 
    Rage had Drak roaring again. He knew that human. It was Milts. The male who’d pushed Abby into the Cadia den. 
 
    He rushed at the male. 
 
    Milts paled, his mouth opening wide as he swung around to fire his blaster at Drak.  
 
    Shifted Veslors were faster.  
 
    Drak leapt, claws lethally extended, and hit the male’s body. 
 
    The alarms cut out, but the screams of the human under him, being crushed and shredded, took their place. It quickly stopped. Drak yanked his paw free of the male’s flesh and swiped his throat with his claws to make certain he no longer lived. 
 
    A sharp, painful jolt hit his back leg. He released Milts and turned his head.  
 
    He knew that human, too. Bradley Rogers. The male had shot him. It was just a graze, something that would heal quickly, but it pissed him off. 
 
    Drak opened his mouth, roaring at him and flashing him deadly fangs. He poised to attack him but Gnaw beat him to it. Rogers never even saw him coming. 
 
    One second he was standing there, preparing to fire at Drak again, the next, he was screaming and dying under Gnaw’s four-legged fury. 
 
    Roth trotted up to him and motioned with his head toward the back of the room. Then he leapt high, going to the top of a stack of crates. Drak ignored the pain in his back leg and took to high ground as well, landing on a crate. It was easy work for them to jump from crate to crate.  
 
    Laser fire sounded again, just a single shot. He made it the next crate, preparing to pounce on the enemy—but when he peered down, it was his Abby huddled behind it. She was curled in a tight ball, leaning against the crate, and as he watched, she shoved the hand holding a blaster around the corner, firing blindly. 
 
    Drak lifted his head, spotting Roth on the other crate. His leader could easily see Abby, too, from that angle. Drak jumped, landing between the wall and the crate. He missed Abby by inches and retracted his claws. 
 
    She gasped, blaster swinging toward him. He used a paw to gently pin the weapon against the crate. 
 
    Abby’s eyes widened as she stared into his—then she surprised him by throwing herself against him. Her free arm wrapped around his thick neck. 
 
    “Drak! I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    He gently released the blaster with his paw. Abby dropped it and hugged him with her other arm, plastering herself to his body. He tried to back off, remembering that he’d killed Milts. He had blood all over the front of him. Abby refused to let him ease away, clinging to him tighter. 
 
    A heavy body landed near them. Drak turned his head, watching Roth transform. His grouping leader crouched. 
 
    “You must let him go, Abby. He needs to calm himself before he can shift back, and he’s getting blood on you. All the males who were in here with you are either dead or unconscious. You are safe.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” She shook her head wildly against his throat. “I thought I was going to die! I love you, Drak. I don’t want to go back to the life I had before I met you.” 
 
    He nuzzled her head, purring. Drak attempted to shift but he couldn’t. Roth was correct. He was too worked up. He stared at his grouping leader. 
 
    “I’ll handle the humans and find us clothing. You comfort your female.” Roth rose, walking out of sight around the crate. 
 
    Drak kept purring, hoping it was helping Abby to calm. She stroked the back of his neck, finally lifting her face away from him. He met her gaze as she studied him.  
 
    “Wow, I wanted to see you shift…and you are totally badass.” 
 
    He flashed her his fangs. 
 
    Abby laughed. “Dangerous.” Then she released his neck and reached up, gently cupping his face. “I accept all of you. It’s going to take more time before I’m ready to do super-kinky things with you, though.” 
 
    He understood, giving a slight nod. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to rescue me.” 
 
    He wished he could speak, and Drak attempted to transform again. That time he was able, feeling his skin tingling. Then bones popped. 
 
    Abby released him, inching back. He ended up on his hands and knees before her. “You stayed alive long enough for me to reach you. You’re very brave.” 
 
    “Desperate.” She looked at her hands. “Please tell me this blood belongs to those assholes.” 
 
    “Milts.” 
 
    “You brought me the blood of my enemy…” She choked up. “There’s a joke in there somewhere, and later I’m going to laugh about this. Right after we shower and maybe get a little drunk. Maybe a lot drunk. There were three of them. Rogers, Milts, and Peters. Did you get them all?” 
 
    “I knocked one out, thinking he might be here to help but not willing to risk leaving him conscious in case he wanted to harm you. I killed Milts, and Gnaw handled Rogers. He didn’t survive.” 
 
    Abby nodded.  
 
    “You’re in shock.” 
 
    Maith came around the crate. He had tied a tarp around his naked waist and held out another one. “Best we could find. Humans seem uncomfortable seeing our big rods.” 
 
    “Well, if all of you are anything like Drak here in the size department, it’s called ‘envy’. Not uncomfortable.” Abby suddenly laughed. “I think I’m a little hysterical.” 
 
    Drak rose, taking the tarp from Maith. The male showed him how to secure it with small ties attached to part of the top. He then reached down, scooping Abby into his arms. “I’m getting you clean and checking over every inch of your body. Are you hurt anywhere?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m good. Promise. I’ll let you carry me because you’re super strong and my legs feel like rubber.” 
 
    Drak carried her around the corner and through the aisles of crates toward the exit. A lot of humans waited there, along with Roth and Gnaw. The first human he’d taken down was in handcuffs, held securely by guards. 
 
    Clark Yenna was in the male’s face, yelling at him. 
 
    “I’d send you out an airlock if it were up to me, you asshole!” Clark jerked his thumb. “Take that garbage to a cell. You’re a disgrace, Peters!” 
 
    Drak really liked their new team leader and pilot.  
 
    Commander Bills rushed into the room, wearing sleeping clothing. The older human spotted them. “Abby!” 
 
    “I’m fine, Howard. I have my own fighting Veslor grouping who saved the day.” Abby rested her head against Drak’s shoulder. “Drak is only carrying me because I want to hold him.” 
 
    The commander stormed toward them. Drak paused, watching the male approach, but knew he posed no threat to his female. 
 
    Commander Bills glared at the security officers he passed. “How in the hell did this happen?” 
 
    One of them opened his mouth. 
 
    “Shut up! Investigate this, and don’t let it happen again!” Commander Bills faced them. “Abby, I―” 
 
    “Don’t even start if your next words have anything to do with me leaving Defcon Red. My mate is working for you, which means I’m staying.” 
 
    Drak grinned, feeling pride. 
 
    “You’ve mated?” Commander Bills gasped. 
 
    “Not yet, technically, but we’re a done deal,” Abby stated calmly. “I’m so happy that you didn’t have a stroke, but I just want to go home. By that, I mean Drak’s bedroom. We’ll meet up tomorrow for lunch, okay?” 
 
    The commander opened his mouth, closed it, then sighed. “Fine. You’re so bossy. Just like your mother.” 
 
    “That’s why my father loves her so much.” 
 
    The commander laughed. “She’s the only one who can put up with him.” 
 
    “That too.” Abby smiled at Drak. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Give them an escort,” the commander yelled. “Make sure nothing else happens. I want the remainder of Team One brought in for interviews, find out if they knew what these three idiots were planning. Also, they’re to be confined around the clock to their cabins.” 
 
    Drak exited the room, ignoring the three humans who followed. His grouping stayed in front of him. They’d take down any threat, if one presented.  
 
    “You have the best timing,” Abby whispered. “I didn’t know how much longer I could hold them off. The damn blaster was running out of charge.” 
 
    Drak felt anger again, and his fingertips throbbed, his claws wanting to extend. He resisted since he held Abby. “How did they get you in there?” 
 
    “Me…half asleep and not thinking,” she admitted. “A ‘doctor’ called, but after hearing their voices again, I realized it had to have been Peters. At least I think it was. Not that it matters. They set a trap, and I fell for it.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going anywhere without one of us from now on.” 
 
    She sighed, rubbing her cheek against his skin. “I doubt anyone is going to mess with me once they hear about how you guys tore open Milts and Rogers. I glanced at those bodies as you were carrying me past them.” 
 
    He grimaced. “You shouldn’t have seen that.” 
 
    “Better them than me. I’m a firm believer in karma, and I feel zero sorrow that they’re torn up on the floor.” 
 
    They entered the lift. It was crowded with the extra humans staying close to them. Drak made certain he kept his grouping between them and his female. He had almost lost Abby. That wasn’t acceptable. He would do anything it took to keep her safe. 
 
    “You called me your mate,” he said quietly. 
 
    Abby lifted her chin and their gazes met. “I want that. I talked to Vivian. Her brother-in-law was there. He’s the medic for the trading Veslors. I asked him a few questions.” 
 
    Maith turned, frowning. “I’m a medic. You should ask me if you have questions.” 
 
    Drak shot him a warning look. “She’s known them longer. Don’t take that tone with my mate.” 
 
    Maith sighed. “No tone. I’m in her grouping, now that she’s yours. Ask me anything.” 
 
    Abby pointed toward the humans in front. “Later.” 
 
    They all went quiet. The lift doors opened and Drak carried her to their suite. Roth refused to allow the human males inside. They’d done their job and escorted the grouping to their living space. Even that much wasn’t needed. 
 
    Drak carried Abby all the way into the bathroom, gently setting her on her feet. He tore off the tarp, letting it drop, and turned on the shower. Abby stripped naked, getting in with him. Water washed off the blood on both of them. He pulled her into his arms, holding her. 
 
    “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “It’s been a traumatic night. Speaking of, you’re home earlier than I thought you’d be. I’m so glad about that.” 
 
    He lifted her, just wanting her closer, and held her tight. “I want to mate you. Please say yes.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to do the kinky sex, Drak…but have you heard about how a male scent a woman if they want to wait to get pregnant?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Vivian said she got pregnant while mating to Brassi. I don’t want to have a cub right now. What do you think? I’m already your mate in my heart, Drak.” She peered into his eyes. “I’m yours. Can we do the scent thing? Won’t that also make Roth happy?” 
 
    He thought about it. “He’ll be relieved if we wait to have a cub.” 
 
    Abby cupped his face. “How about you?” 
 
    “I would be good with it, as long as you’re mine.” 
 
    “I’m all yours. One hundred percent. I’ll wear musk of mate.” 
 
    He felt confused. 
 
    “Joke. Ignore me. I get a bit silly after extreme stress. Shootouts with idiots fall under that category. I’ll wear your scent, even if that means smearing your seed on my skin like it’s lotion. It does seem to lubricate well.” 
 
    Humans confused him, but he smiled. “It won’t be much. I’ll mostly rub up against you after we shower.” 
 
    “So, sweat on me. Great. I hope it’s after sex. I can totally deal with that.” 
 
    He released her waist and shut off the water, lowering her. “I want to hold you right now.” 
 
    “I want that, too.” 
 
    “You’re my heart, Abby. I belong to you.” 
 
    “You’re my heart…and this bod is all yours.” She smiled. “For life.”


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Epilogue  
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you? Isn’t Klad the cutest baby ever?” Abby lowered the data pad illustrating a picture of her godson. 
 
    Her mother smiled on the screen. “He is.” 
 
    Her father sat beside her mom on the couch, at their home on Earth. He wasn’t smiling. Instead, concern filled his green eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Dad. Drak brought me the blood of my enemy, remember? He ripped open that asshole’s chest for trying to kill me. If that doesn’t say Thomas-worthy, what does?” 
 
    Small lines appeared next to his eyes, and he cracked a small smile. “You have a point.” 
 
    “I know. Drak also has no clue how much we’re worth. And do you want to hear cute? He and his grouping constantly swear they’ll take enough jobs to always ensure I have anything I need. They get free land from their Veslor king to build a home on when they want to retire, but they have to earn money to live on.” 
 
    Her mother chuckled. “That is so sweet.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Abby beamed. 
 
    Her father rolled his eyes. “I guess you haven’t mentioned you own a space yacht? We also have three vacation homes on other planets, and two luxury apartments on space stations.” 
 
    “No.” Abby shrugged. “It will be a nice surprise when this job is over, and we leave Defcon Red. I’ll have Arrow pick us up to fly us to their next job. I better tell the crew to stock more meat. Veslors can really put it away.” 
 
    “We’re happy for you,” her mother promised. “We’d just like to meet this Drak and his grouping.” 
 
    “Well, you just bought a new space yacht. Take it for ride. You know where we are. Howard would love to see you both, too.” 
 
    Her father leaned forward. “Drak treats you well?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Abby grinned. “He’s protective and gentle. I know he wants to have a cub, but he told me he’s willing to wait until I’m ready.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Her mother arched her eyebrows. “We’re not getting any younger, and now we’ll be chasing an energetic cub instead of a human baby.” 
 
    Her parents looked at each other. “More workouts at the gym,” they said in unison. 
 
    Abby loved them both. “We’re thinking next year. We’re going to be on Defcon Red for a few more months at least. Right now, we’re just enjoying spending some adult time together. Trust me, that man is going to get me pregnant in the future. I showed you pictures of him, didn’t I?” 
 
    Her mother grinned. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    Her father bumped her mom’s shoulder. “Hey. I used to look that good. I had just as many muscles.” 
 
    “Sure you did, honey.” Her mother leaned back and swiftly shook her head no. 
 
    Abby laughed. Her father quickly turned his head, right as her mother began to nod. 
 
    “Okay, you two. I need to go. Drak will be home soon, and I have messages from some of our picky clients to answer.” 
 
    Her father grew serious. “Are you sure you still want to work for us? We didn’t start this company to make you feel burdened with it.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly happy working at D Corp. I found Howard a great assistant, who will arrive here on a shuttle next week. Then I’ll be bored if I didn’t have something to do. Mel has really stepped up, though. She’s been amazing. She can deal with anything that needs handling on Earth.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” Her mother studied her closely. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “What happened to that other man who tried to hurt you?” Her father’s temper flared a bit; she could hear it in his voice. 
 
    “Peters is going to face a trial. A man on his team died when they shoved me in that hole, which he’ll be charged with, along with attempts on my life for luring me to that storage room. Howard thinks he’ll get twenty years and a dishonorable discharge from fleet if he survives prison that long. He’s an asshole, so keep that in mind. The other team members swore they didn’t know anything. Either way, Howard kept them secured inside their cabins until two days ago, when they were shipped off Defcon Red. Problem solved.” 
 
    “Is anyone giving you trouble over mating to a Veslor?” 
 
    “No, Mom. The attitude around here has changed a lot. The jerks who used to taunt the Veslors now give them a pretty wide berth.” 
 
    Her father smiled. “They don’t want to be torn apart or give your mate an excuse to bring you their blood.” 
 
    Abby knew her father would understand. “Exactly right. My mate is a badass.” 
 
    “We’ll set up a trip,” her mother promised.  
 
    “Let me know when you’re coming, and I’ll make sure the grouping requests some time off.” 
 
    Abby ended the call before the link was lost and stood, entering the main living area of their family suite. She’d added some homey touches to it in the past few weeks. The males hadn’t complained about big, comfortable cushions to lounge on. She’d noticed right away they weren’t big fans of the couch.  
 
    The door opened as she was heading to get herself a cup of tea and Drak was the first to enter. He grinned, coming right at her. “I missed you.” 
 
    She opened her arms and met him halfway, letting him lift her in a bear hug. “I missed you, too.” 
 
     He nuzzled his face in her neck, deeply inhaling. “Just like me.” 
 
    She laughed. “Musk of mate is holding, huh? You did scent me pretty darn well before your shift started this morning. How was bomb duty?” 
 
    Roth moved past them. “We like working on our own much better. Many Cadia died today.” 
 
    Gnaw stopped next to them. “It was boring.” 
 
    “Always complaining,” Maith muttered. “I’m hungry. Let’s go eat.” 
 
    Abby glanced at all the males in her life, holding on to her mate. She’d once been alone, swearing off men…but never again. As far as missions went, this had been her best yet. 
 
    She may have started out as their guardian angel, watching over them. But now they took care of each other.  
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